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 1 
Introduction 
 
Language is a very important part of identity of persons and peoples. Language as part of the 
acculturation debate, however, has long been underexposed in ancient studies. This research is 
a first step to integrate language in the overarching acculturation debate about the Roman 
Empire. The study of epigraphy is an important and powerful approach to study cultural 
change.1 Epigraphy forces us to ask: why do people write down a certain message in an 
inscription.2 When studying inscriptions, we come as close as possible to the individual, the 
choices she or he makes and the motivation for those choices. The study of epigraphy 
becomes even more interesting in a multilingual environment, because the question then is not 
only about what messages did people choose to write down in inscriptions and why, but it is 
then also about what language was chosen to write this message? My thesis discusses the 
position and the epigraphic habit of provincial languages in different parts of the Roman 
Empire during the first three centuries AD. In my thesis I will answer the question: How did 
the different languages, provincial and imperial, co-exist and interact with each other in the 
Roman Empire in the first three centuries AD and how does this influence our image of the 
Roman Empire? 
By approaching the question which language people used to inscribe a grave stele, a 
statue base or a pottery shard from a macro-perspective, instead of focussing upon one 
specific area, city or language, this thesis will provide a unique overview of epigraphical 
language use in the Roman Empire. This overview, aimed to create a broad picture 
necessarily leads to some generalisation and simplification in the various regions, that might 
horrify the specialists on one region or town. However, this is the unavoidable cost for the 
attempt to view the epigraphy of the Roman Empire from above instead of from every 
individual town or city, or every separate language. Acquiring a synthesis is impossible by 
simply adding all individual studies together: one needs to start from a completely different 
outlook.  
The Roman Empire was a multilingual society, in which imperial languages and local 
languages were used in different situations. In classical scholarship the local languages have 
often been neglected in favour of the model of a bilingual Empire: Latin in the West and 
Greek in the East. Under closer scrutiny the picture becomes more complex. As the editors of 
the Corpus Inscriptionem Iudaeae et Palestinae, for example, state that “modern sensitivity to 
the claims of social and cultural varieties – often defined by and expressed in language and 
script – in one and the same country, was bound to transform our perception of Graeco-
Roman antiquity. It is evident now (and was realised imperfectly in the past in the case of 
bilingual and trilingual texts) that the richness of the epigraphic tradition can be appreciated 
only when conventional restrictions are removed, and epigraphic texts in different languages, 
the contemporaneous expressions of different but related cultures, are studied and presented 
together.”3 
The days that Romanisation was only studied as civilising force issuing from Rome to 
the provinces are luckily long past. Fergus Millar has written in 1966 that “the moral is 
simple. The Republic, it may be, can be seen from Rome outwards. To take this standpoint for 
the Empire is to lose contact with reality. Not only the pattern of the literary evidence, or the 
                                                 
1
 J.R.W. Prag (forthcoming) “Epigraphy in the western Mediterranean: a Hellenistic phenomenon”, 1; G. Woolf 
(1999) Becoming Roman, 77-78. 
2
 R. MacMullen (1982) “The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire”, The American Journal of Philology 103, 
233. 
3
 CIIP I, Jerusalem, v.  
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existence of an immense mass of local documents, but the very nature of the Empire itself, 
means that it can only be understood by starting from the provinces and looking inward.”4  
Although prominence is still given to Greek and Latin linguistics and epigraphy, the 
editorial remark of the CIIP above shows the path to a more comprehensive study of 
languages in the ancient world as part of cultural contact. It seems fruitful to me to study the 
Roman Empire as a patchwork of different cultures – people, languages, religions – that have 
been in contact for centuries and are now united under one administration and controlled by 
one army. Because, the culture of the administration was prestigious, adopting (parts) of this 
culture could lead to social mobility.5 Language is an essential part of culture, and thus an 
important focus in acculturation studies. Language use, both public and private, can be a 
marker of cultural identity, but language is also a means of cross-cultural contact and social 
betterment. Language plays different roles in different social situations. Unfortunately, we 
cannot recover what language the people of the Roman Empire actually spoke when speaking 
to their children, going to the market, applying a case in court or doing business with a foreign 
merchant. To what extent do the answers differ for people living in Rome, Jerusalem, 
Palmyra, Sofular, Aïn Hofra, Lepcis Magna or Lutetia? Although these questions might never 
be answered conclusively for lack of evidence, I think it is worth lingering on them, since the 
possible answers show our ideas of the Roman Empire. 
 Most scholarship on linguistic acculturation or on the provincial languages in the 
Roman Empire has a very regional focus. For example, recently two articles have appeared on 
the socio-linguistic situation in Lepcis Magna, a single city in Roman Tripolitania.6 Also 
articles are published on the position of Neo-Phrygian, Lusitanian or Punic, without 
considering the position of provincial languages throughout. The collection of articles edited 
by Alison Cooley Becoming Roman, Writing Latin?, on epigraphy in the Roman west, has a 
superregional viewpoint, but focuses mainly on use of Latin instead of on the interaction 
between Latin and local languages. In addition, the collection consists of different articles that 
are only loosely tied together, which creates a very fascinating overview, but it does not 
enable one to draw over-arching conclusions. Günter Neumann and Jörgen Untermann have 
edited a collection on all the languages in the Roman Empire in the Imperial period.7 This 
important work gives a detailed overview on the linguistic situation of the provincial 
languages in the Roman Empire. There are, however, some points that could be added to this 
overview. First, although the number of inscriptions extant in every language is mentioned, 
the inscriptions are not presented with references to the corpora in which they are published 
and there is no extensive discussion on the epigraphical use of each language. Second, and 
more important, is that the discussions of the different languages, although the different 
contributions on this point, are more historical or linguistic than socio-linguistic. The socio-
linguistic perspective will be the viewpoint in my thesis. Another important recent book in the 
study of multilingualism is Jim Adams’ excellent study on bilingualism in the Roman Empire, 
about bilingual inscriptions in Latin and other languages.8 One of the most important 
contributions this book makes, is that it discusses of bilingualism among speakers of Latin 
and any of the different languages attested in the Roman Empire, not only by the bilingual 
speakers of Latin and Greek. Another great achievement of this book is in all the material that 
Adams has collected in his book for the use of other scholars. Adams’ book, however, focuses 
                                                 
4
 F. Millar (1966) “The Emperor, the Senate and the Provinces”, The Journal of Roman Studies 56, 166. 
5
 Woolf, Becoming Roman, 18, 62-63; S. Alfayé and F.M. Simon (2008) “Religion language and identity in 
Hispania: Celtiberian and Lusitanian rock inscriptions”, in Romanisation et Epigraphie, ed. Häußler, 284. 
6
 A. Wilson (forthcoming) “Neo-Punic and Latin in the epigraphic landscape of Roman North Africa”, in 
Multilingualism in the Graeco-Roman Worlds, ed. Mullen and James; J. Quinn (2010) “Re-inventing Lepcis”, in 
Bollettino di Archeologia On-line. 
7
 G. Neumann and J. Untermann (eds.) (1980) Die Sprachen im römischen Reich der Kaiserzeit. 
8
 J.N. Adams (2003) Bilingualism and the Latin language. 
 3 
on the bilingualism of individuals, thus on the epigraphical material of bilingual inscriptions, 
or inscriptions that show code-switching or interference and not one the distribution of 
monolingual inscriptions in various languages in the same region. As my thesis focuses on the 
linguistic landscape of the empire and not on the linguistic behaviour/proficiency of 
individuals, I am not solely focusing on bilingual inscriptions but on all inscriptions in the 
provincial languages. In the collection of material, my thesis will thus complement Adams’ 
study.  
 By asking the question: how did the different languages, provincial and imperial, co-
existed and interact with each other in the Roman Empire in the first three centuries AD and 
how does this influence our image of the Roman Empire, I combine the data of and scholarly 
research on the provincial languages. With the focus on the socio-linguistic position of the 
languages, my thesis is not only a presentation of the epigraphical data of the languages but 
also an in-depth discussion on the linguistic acculturation processes in the Roman Empire. 
This discussion will be backed by the epigraphical data that I have collected. Finally, I will 
investigate how this influences the existing image of the Roman Empire. Does the hypothesis 
that Latin had more impact in the west than Greek in the east, because of the lower levels of 
literacy in the west, match the data I have found? Did the imperial languages everywhere push 
the provincial languages into the private margins of society, e.g. into the registers of funerary 
and/or religious inscriptions?   
Methodology 
 
For my thesis I have gathered all inscriptions from the provincial languages in the Roman 
Empire that are attested in inscriptions in the first three centuries AD. Provincial languages 
are defined in my thesis as all local languages spoken and written in the provinces of the 
Roman Empire, except Greek, which is considered as a second imperial language besides 
Latin.9 I realize that this definition is very Romano-centric since the languages I discuss are 
only ‘provincial’ languages from a Roman viewpoint. Some of these languages were used 
long before the Roman Empire arose, e.g. Hebrew, Aramaic and Punic. It is, however, clear 
that the arrival of Latin as an imperial language had a profound impact the language use in 
large parts of the Roman Empire.10 When these languages were included in the roman Empire 
they became provincial languages.11 
I have catalogued the inscriptions I have gathered for this thesis in an extensive 
database. There are eight languages attested in the first three centuries AD within the Roman 
Empire besides Latin and Greek. These languages are: Phrygian, Pisidian, Aramaic, Hebrew, 
Libyan, Punic, Lusitanian, and Gallic. For this research I have endeavoured to collect all 
published inscriptions in these eight languages. There is one provincial language that is 
attested in the first three centuries AD, but that is not included in this thesis: Egyptian. 
Egyptian is left out of this overview for two reasons. First, a lot of texts in the provincial 
language, Demotic, are handed down to us, but these texts are on papyrus, and thus fall 
outside the field of epigraphy. An enormous amount of Demotic papyri is discovered, over a 
                                                 
9
 For the complicated relationship between Latin and Greek see J. Kaimio (1994) The Romans and the Greek 
Language (non vidi) or the chapters by F. Biville, J.N. Adams, S. Swain, or M. Leiwo on Greek and Latin 
bilingualism in Adams, Janse and Swain (eds.) (2002) Bilingualism in Ancient Society. Greek can very well be 
considered as a provincial language, since Greece was a province of the Roman Empire and its inhabitants 
subjects of the Roman Emperor. However, since the Emperor wrote letters in Greek to the cities in Greece, and 
the other eastern provinces, it can be argued to consider Greek as second imperial language. 
10
 As had Greek after the conquest of Alexander the Great in Asia Minor, Syria, Mesopotamia, the Levantine 
coast and Egypt. 
11
 An added reason to use the term provincial language is the problematic connotations that indigenous or 
autochthonous language carry.  Phoenician or Punic cannot be seen as autochthonous language in North Africa, 
but it is considered a provincial language from North Africa in this thesis.  
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million fragments, although most fragments are not yet published. Egypt is the only province 
with such a wealth of documents in the local language. Second, the epigraphic habit in 
Demotic all but died out during the Roman Empire. The last monumental inscription in 
Demotic is from AD 394, but from the 2nd century AD Demotic was not used for contracts 
and official documents anymore.12 In the 5th century the Egyptian language is again written in 
inscriptions, but now in the Greek alphabet, as Coptic, but this is outside the temporal scope 
of my thesis. A very interesting recent publication on multilingualism in Egypt from the 
Ptolemies to the Arab invasion is The Multilingual Experience in Egypt edited by Arietta 
Papaconstantinou.13 This work tries to answer in what ways multilingualism in Egypt worked 
by looking at different multilingual situations, in bilingual papyrological archives, in 
epistolography or in translating conventions.   
 My database contains all inscriptions I have found in the inscription corpora of the 
eight provincial languages in the Roman Empire. In the database, I have listed the references 
to these corpora in addition to characteristics of the inscription. For the sake of convenience, I 
designate these characteristics in my database and throughout this thesis: date, provenance, 1st 
language, 2nd/3rd language, material, content, size, internal dating, embellishment, and script. 
To explain the meaning and relevance of these characteristics I discuss them all seperatly. 
 DATE: The inscriptions in my database are dated per century or they are listed as 
“undated”. Most of the dated inscriptions are dated by means of the archaeological context or 
palaeography. The large majority of all inscriptions in the provincial languages is undated. 
The dating of inscriptions provides some difficulty in the presentation of the data in the 
second chapter. First, there is a problem with inscriptions that are dated to more than one 
century. In the presentation of the data, only inscriptions from the first three centuries AD are 
included. For some languages this is no problem: for example, all Neo-Phrygian and Pisidian 
inscriptions are dated within the Roman imperial period, so although the inscriptions are dated 
to several centuries, they all fall into the scope of the first three centuries AD. Most Hebrew 
inscriptions, however, were dated to the first century BC or AD. I have solved the problem of 
the Hebrew inscriptions dates to 1st century (BC/AD), by creating an special category for 
them in my database. All the 1st century inscriptions are added to the dated inscriptions tables; 
table 4, 7 and 8 all display inscriptions that also might be from the 1st century BC.  
A second problem is provided by the undated inscriptions. For example Hebrew and 
Aramaic have been inscribed on objects since the 8th century BC until the 8th century AD or 
even later. An undated inscription could theoratically date from this entire period, and this 
makes it difficult to make use of this data. On the other hand, because for most languages 
90% or more of the inscriptions is undated, it is a waste of the data not to include the undated 
inscriptions. The solution to this problem is different for each language. Pisidian, Neo-
Phrygian and Lusitanian inscriptions do not provide a problem, since, as described above all 
the inscriptions are dated within the bounds of the Roman imperial period until the end of the 
3rd century AD. Even the inscriptions that are not precisely dated fall within the chronological 
boundaries of this thesis. Although, the few dated Libyan inscriptions range from the 2nd 
century BC to the 3rd century AD, Libyan inscriptions pose not much of a problem. Since all 
Libyan inscriptions are so similar the type of inscriptions does hardly change with time. 
Therefore, only the amount of inscriptions from the period between the 1st century to the 3rd 
century AD is uncertain, not the type of inscription. This uncertainty is unfortunate, but 
cannot be helped. Thus all Libyan inscriptions are discussed together. The four remaining 
languages provide more problems, and the solution for the presentation of dated and undated 
data is discussed in the first chapter.  
                                                 
12
 E. Lüddeckens (1980) “Ägypten”, in Die Sprachen im römischen Reich der Kaiserzeit, ed. Neumann and 
Untermann, 262. 
13
 A. Papaconstantinou (ed.) (2010) The Multilingual Experience in Egypt, from the Ptolemies to the Abbasids.  
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 PROVENANCE: The provenance of an inscription lists the place where the inscriptions 
are found. The large majority of the inscriptions in my database have a precise provenance. 
Sometimes only a region is indicated, e.g. Tunisia, instead of a precise find spot, but usually 
the village or necropolis where the inscription(s) is/are found is stated. In my thesis I have 
started to tag all those find spots on Google Earth with coordinates of the location. The maps 
with the distribution of the inscriptions display the result of this work. Although I have not yet 
tagged the find spots of all inscriptions in every language, the maps give a good indication of 
the distribution, and the work will be a valuable asset to my database when I am finished.  
 LANGUAGE: This lists the language in which an inscription is written. If an inscription 
is multilingual the 2nd and/or 3rd languages is/are also listed. I have not encountered 
inscriptions with more than three languages among all the inscriptions in my database. 
 MATERIAL: The types of material used for inscriptions vary greatly, but the two most 
occurring are stone inscriptions and inscriptions on pottery. Together with the size of the 
inscriptions (see below) material determines the form of an inscription: a large marble arch, a 
small marble ossuary, a small inscribed amethyst seal, or a large sandstone stele.  
 
Type of material     
gemstone agate 
amethyst 
chalcedon 
cornaline 
crystal 
hematite 
jaspis 
lapis lazuli 
onyx 
quartz 
schist 
serpentine 
stone albast  
basalt  
gneiss 
granite  
limestone  
marble 
molasse  
rock/wall 
sandstone 
travertine 
tuff 
volcanic rock 
metal bronze 
copper 
gold 
iron 
lead 
silver 
zinc 
other bone 
brick  
chalk 
clay 
glass  
ivory 
pottery 
tessera  
tile 
wood 
Table 1 - Materials used for inscriptions in provincial languages 
 
 CONTENT: All inscriptions in the database are divided into categories based on their 
content. The content of the inscriptions is established by means of translations or discussions 
by the editors of the inscriptions. I have created fifteen categories in content; the sixteenth 
category is ‘unknown’, if the content of an inscription can not be established, either because 
the language cannot be read or because the fragment of the inscription is too small to 
determine the content. See table 2 for the different types of content and the percentages these 
registers are used for all provincial languages.  
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Percentage  of 
inscriptions   
content % 
abecedarium 0.03 
boundary stone 0.10 
calendar 0.03 
economy/contract 1.37 
funerary 30.00 
graffiti 35.92 
honorary 1.70 
jokes/affection 0.14 
letter 0.08 
list of names 0.07 
name/ownership 6.38 
artisan's marks 3.80 
religion 9.11 
state 0.36 
weights 0.49 
unknown 10.33 
  
Table 2 - Types of content and percentages 
 
Some of these types of content others might require a short introduction: 
Abecedarium: an inscription listing (all) the letters of the alphabeth. 
Boundary stone: an inscription marking the boundary of a city or sanctuary. 
Calendar: lists the days in the month and the festivities or religious significance of those. 
Economy/contract: inscriptions that deal with anything economy or inscriptions that are a 
contract fall into the category economy/contract. These inscriptions are often small, private 
inscriptions and not large public inscriptions, e.g. remarks about a sale or land lease or lists of 
potters or builders.  
Funerary: all inscriptions that are found in a funerary context, i.e. inscriptions on grave stones, 
sarcophagi, ossuaries, or on objects that are deposited in a grave.  
Graffiti: if an inscription is written either on living rock or on a wall of a building or tomb, i.e. 
on a surface that is not specifically meant to carry inscriptions, it is listed as graffiti. Graffiti 
also encompasses inscriptions containing more than only a name on a living rock or a wall. 
Honorary: honorary inscriptions are a well-established category of inscriptions in Greek and 
Latin epigraphy, but have proven to be a small category for provincial inscriptions. In Greek 
and Latin epigraphy honorary inscriptions issued by the state or city council fall in the 
category honorary, but in my database only honorary inscriptions erected by private persons 
are listed in this category. Inscriptions, honorary or otherwise, issued by the emperor or city 
council are listed in the category state. 
Jokes/affection: inscriptions in this category show the intent to amuse. An example is the 
collection of loom weights from Gaul with flirting texts on it. 
Letter: Some letters on ostraca are found, although this category is better represented in 
papyrology.  
List of names: some inscriptions are merely a list of names for various purposes. 
Name/ownership: name/ownership inscriptions are usually on small objects, like seals and on 
pottery, as jugs and plates. If a name-tag is written either on living rock or on a wall of a 
building or tomb, i.e. on a surface that is not specifically meant to carry inscriptions, it is 
listed not under name/ownership but as graffiti. 
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Artisan’s marks: are related to the economic inscriptions, since they often represent economic 
activity, but the inscriptions are very different because there are usually either pre-made 
stamps, name tags of the artisan/potter or even signs for building works. All inscriptions that 
are short remarks or signatures made by a professional worker, builder, potter or any other 
type of artisan belong to the category of artisan’s marks. Artisan’s marks are also closely 
related to the category of name/ownership, a category that consists only of name-tags.  
Religion: the category of religion is a very broad encompassing defixiones and magic 
inscriptions. Funerary inscriptions, even if they have a religious connotation, are not listed as 
religious.  
State: All inscriptions that are erected by the Roman or local administration are listed as state 
inscriptions. These inscriptions often overlap with honorary inscriptions. State inscriptions in 
the provincial languages are very rare.  
Weights: weights are often inscribed as standardization. 
SIZE: The database only lists two sizes: large and small. This distinction refers to the 
carrier of the inscription not to the text, although often the size of the carrier and the size of 
the inscription are connected. The size of the carrier of the inscriptions gives an indication of 
the importance of an inscription and the public visibility, especially in combination with the 
information about the material used for an inscription and the ornaments. The classification of 
‘large’ or ‘small’ is determined by whether the carrier of an inscription was intended to be 
moveable or not. Thus, inscriptions on portable objects such as pots, metal plaques, ossuaries 
and gemstones are denoted as small while inscriptions on steles, buildings or altars are 
denoted as large, even though, for example, a stele may only contain a single name, while a 
metal plaque may contain an elaborate curse. Graffiti are the exception to this division. 
Graffiti are usually inscribed on living rock or walls or buildings, that are unmovable objects, 
but they are listed as small inscriptions, because they do not have the monumental public 
function that large inscriptions usually have.  
 EMBELLISHMENT: This characteristic records whether or not an inscription is 
embellished, thereby specifying the form of an inscription. Inscriptions that are embellished 
can be gravestones with an image of the deceased carved into it, ossuaries with carved 
rosettes, as well as inscriptions on a statue.  
 SCRIPT: The characteristic script records in what script inscriptions are written down. 
Often script and language match, but this is not always the case. Aramaic for example is 
written in different scripts, e.g. the Hebrew script, the Palmyrene script or the Nabataean 
script, depending from which region the inscription comes; the Phoenician language has been 
written down in at least three distinct types of script from the 10th century BC to the 4th 
century AD; Gallic is written down in three different scripts, the Greek, the Latin and the 
Etruscan alphabet, depending on region, time and individual choices.   
 
A working hypothesis of my thesis is that the two imperial languages, Latin and 
Greek, have such an extensive epigraphic habit and prestige that they are used in all types of 
content and much more extensively in comparison with the provincial languages.  The CIIP 
argues that this prestige is partly also because of the history of epigraphical scholarship. 
“Since the nineteenth and early twentieth century (and to this very day in fact) the great 
collections of epigraphic material from the Graeco-Roman world, which was so aptly 
described by Louis Robert as “une civilisation d’épigraphie”, have been restricted to texts in 
Greek and Latin. [….] It is clear that an important reason for this is the presumed supremacy 
of Graeco-Roman culture over the local ones.” Although this is partly true, this fact can not 
explain the overwhelming majority of Latin and Greek inscriptions that are extant. Although 
the numbers of Greek and Latin inscriptions is not known, several estimations have been 
made about the total number of inscriptions. It is thought that there are more than one million 
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Greek inscriptions found in the Mediterranean. The number of Latin inscriptions was 
estimated in 1984 by Richard Saller and Brent Shaw to c. 250,000 or more, based on the study 
of Ramsay MacMullen from 1982.14 In these two years the number of published inscriptions 
had almost doubled in size, thus the number of inscriptions has certainly greatly increases 
since the estimation from 1984.15 In comparison, in my database are less than 10,000 
inscriptions listed of all eight provincial languages together. Though it would be very 
exciting, it falls quite beyond the scope of this thesis to map the Greek and Latin inscription in 
the way I have mapped the provincial languages. I will however test this hypothesis in a few 
case-studies, showing the way to new research and new possible answers. 
The database contains all inscriptions in the provincial languages in the Roman 
Empire. As described above this study presents a broad overview by means of quantitative 
analysis and does not focus upon individual inscriptions. Unfortunately a proper statistical 
analysis with this quantitative material is not possible due to the small samples and many 
caveats. Prag remarks in his discussion of epigraphy in the western provinces that “the 
material from antiquity does not lend itself to statistical study – the idea that epigraphic 
survivals might be in some way a representative ample is in the least highly questionable, and 
the West in particular the total numbers are almost certainly to small too be statistically 
significant”.16  The numbers provided in this thesis, thus, are probably not statistically valid 
but they will suggest patterns and trends. 
 
Outline 
 
My thesis is divided in three chapters. In the first chapter the landscape of languages is 
extensively discussed. This chapter introduces all the provincial languages that are 
epigraphically attested in the first three centuries AD. These introductions contain the 
linguistic origins of the language, a brief history of the language and an overview of the 
epigraphical data I have gathered of the language. In addition I have added short introductions 
on the languages that are considered to be spoken during the first three centuries AD but of 
which there are no inscriptions attested. These languages will not be taken into account in the 
rest of the thesis, since my main question focuses on the written attestation of a language, but 
in the first chapter I have included a discussion of these languages to complement the picture 
of linguistic diversity. The aim of this chapter is to show the diversity of the languages used in 
the Roman Empire in the first three centuries AD and to give an idea about the relative size 
and importance of these languages. The chapter answers the question: How did the linguistic 
landscape look like in the Roman Empire in the first three centuries AD? 
The second chapter presents the data: all the gathered inscriptions in the provincial 
languages. I extensively discuss the number and type (content and form) of inscriptions in a 
language. The discussion is quantitative in nature, but is highlighted with examples of 
individual inscriptions. The chapter focuses on three important questions: Can a relationship 
between content and form (material and size) be established for the inscriptions in a 
provincial language? Is the type of inscription specific for this language? Can a relationship 
subsequently be made plausible between type of inscription (material and content) and the 
language used for that inscription?  
The third chapter is a discussion of the socio-linguistic situation in various areas in the 
Roman Empire, and an analysis of the epigraphic habit of the provincial languages. The most 
important question of the third chapter is: Can one discern and explain patterns in the choice 
                                                 
14
 R. Saller and B. Shaw (1984) “Tombstones and Roman Family Relations in the Principate: Civilians, Soldiers 
and Slaves”, Journal of Roman Studies 74, 124; MacMullen, “The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire”, 238. 
15
 Saller and Shaw, “Tombstones and Roman Family Relations in the Principate”, 124  (n. 1). 
16
 Prag, “Epigraphy in the western Mediterranean”, 9.  
 9 
of a certain language for certain inscriptions in the different areas of the Roman Empire? In 
order to answer this question the chapter is divided by area, so that it is possible to compare 
languages used in the same area and to study the interactions between these languages. Are, 
for instance, religious inscriptions or epitaphs mostly written in an indigenous language, and 
the inscriptions of government always in Greek or Latin? Are there patterns discernable in the 
connection between content and language choice? The language choice for a specific 
inscription tells us how a language was regarded.  Like the second chapter this chapter is 
divided per region and not per language, enabling an comparison on regional level as well as 
on empire-level.   
In the conclusion I recapitulate the arguments and evidence presented in the three 
chapters and then I discuss the influence of this thesis on the acculturation debates in the 
Roman Empire. 
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Chapter 1 
 
The first chapter introduces all the languages under discussion in this thesis. The first part of 
the chapter introduces the languages that are attested in inscriptions during the first three 
centuries AD. It contains a brief description of the history of each language, and of the 
geographical distribution and the dating of the attested inscriptions. The second part deals 
with the languages that are not attested in inscriptions but were probably still spoken in the 
first three centuries AD.  
1.1 Languages attested in inscriptions 
Phrygian 
 
Phrygian is an Indo-European language attested in Asia Minor. Unlike its neighbouring 
languages Pisidian Lycian, Lydian and Carian, Phrygian is not a member of the Anatolian 
branch of the Indo-European language tree. The closest living relative of Phrygian is Greek, 
but it is uncertain where in the Indo-European language tree Phrygian belongs.17 Phrygian 
does not have a living descendant and did not survive into the present day. The Phrygians are 
first attested in the 8th century BC when they occupied the major centres of the former Hittite 
power. They probably migrated from the Balkans into Asia Minor but the archaeological 
record is unclear about the precise details of the shift between the Hittite occupation of the 
sites before 1200 BC and the coming of the Phrygians.18 It is certain, however, that from the 
8th century onwards there was a Phrygian culture, centred on the plains of Anatolia, using a 
Phrygian language, written in the Phrygian alphabet. This so-called Old-Phrygian is attested 
in 30 inscriptions.19 The use of Phrygian in this alphabet continues down to the 3rd century 
BC, when the language is no longer epigraphically attested, similar to a lot of other languages 
in Asia Minor, for example Lycian, Lydian and Carian that all seem to die out around the 3rd 
century BC20. However, in the 1st century AD Phrygian re-emerges into the epigraphical 
record, written in a Greek alphabet. This strongly suggests that the use of the Phrygian 
language continued during the three centuries after it had ceased to be written down21. Old-
Phrygian inscriptions are found in a triangle from Aezani to Uyük to Tyana.22 The 
geographical distribution of the so-called Neo-Phrygian inscriptions covers a smaller area 
than the distribution of previous Old-Phrygian inscriptions, although there are more 
inscriptions extant in Neo-Phrygian than in Old-Phrygian23. We have no finds of inscriptions 
of Neo-Phrygian outside this area (see Map 1).  
 
                                                 
17
 R.S.P. Beekes (1995) Comparative Indo-European Linguistics, 22. R.D. Woodard (2004) The Cambridge 
Encyclopedia of the World’s Ancient Languages, 780. 
18
 Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Phryges, Phrygia, by E. Olshausen and A.-M. Wittke. 
19
 O. Haas (1966) Die phrygischen Sprachdenkmäler, 65. 
20
 At the beginning of the Hellenistic period. 
21
 This also raises new questions of the continued use in spoken language of other Anatolian languages when 
they were not attested anymore in inscriptions.   
22
 Haas, Die phrygischen Sprachdenkmäler, 8.  
23
 See C. Brixhe and M. Lejeune (1984) Corpus des inscriptions paléo-phrygiennes. 
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Map 1 - Distribution of Neo-Phrygian (red) and Pisidian (yellow) inscriptions 
 
The exact period of the inscriptions is a point of discussion: the only internally dated 
inscription is from the late 3rd century AD, but the inscriptions are all dated palaeographically 
to the Roman Imperial period. Calder, who in the early 20th century edited the Corpus 
Inscriptionum Neo-Phrygarium, believes that all inscriptions date from the last half of the 
third century, but Haas, and later Brixhe, consider them to cover the time-span from the 2nd 
till the 4th century.24 I will come back to the dating question in chapter 3 as it touches upon the 
question why Neo-Phrygian re-surfaced as an epigraphical language.  
More than half of these inscriptions are bilinguals, part Greek and part Phrygian, but 
not all of them. The most common composition of these inscriptions is a Greek text 
commemorating the name of the deceased and the person erecting the stele and a Phrygian 
text with a curse against grave robbers/disturbers25. The texts in the two languages are thus no 
direct translation from one language to the other.26 The fact that Neo-Phrygian is most often 
only used for a curse phrase might imply that Neo-Phrygian is not a living language, and that 
the curse phrase is only a relic. However, there is one inscription that has it the other way 
around and various inscriptions only containing Phrygian.27 According to most scholars Neo-
Phrygian was a living language in the second and third centuries AD.28 I will discuss the 
implications of the bilingualism of the Neo-Phrygian inscriptions in the third chapter. 
 
                                                 
24
 Haas, Die Phrygischen Sprachdenkmäler and C. Brixhe (2002) “Interactions between Greek and Phrygian” in 
Bilingualism in Ancient Society, ed. Adams, Janse & Swain. 
25
 At least 43 inscriptions are like this. 
26
 I do consider them to be bilingual, since they are steles set up in two languages but dealing with one subject, 
even if the two texts do not repeat information (which they sometimes do). This definition is based on Adams’ 
definition in his book Bilingualism and the Latin Language in which he says that: “Bilingual texts on my 
definition are texts written in two languages in which the two versions are physically discrete and have a content 
which is usually, at least in part, common to both.” Adams, Bilingualism and the Latin Language, 30. 
27
 CINP I 48 
28
 Haas, Die Phrygischen Sprachdenkmäler, 59-60. 
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Pisidian 
 
Pisidian is an Anatolian language, related to other Indo-European languages in Asia Minor 
e.g. Hittite, Lycian and Lydian. The language is poorly attested, and it is difficult to place it 
more precisely within the Anatolian branch, although some see it as a descendant of 
Hieroglyphic Luwian. Pisidian is attested in 44 inscriptions, mostly containing personal 
names. It does not have any living relatives and the language did not survive until the present 
day. The language is written in Greek script and the inscriptions are dated, based on the form 
of the letters, to the Roman period, mainly to the 2nd and 3rd century AD. Since the dating is 
done on the basis of the letter forms, the dates are rather imprecise. 
The geographical distribution is rather small: the 
inscriptions are only found in a confined area of a couple 
of villages in Pisidia.29 All but one of the inscriptions 
found are on tombstones and they mostly display personal 
names.30 Neumann and Fuhrmann have published two 
longer inscriptions consisting of 50-60 letters, but the 
meaning of these inscriptions is unclear.31 The tombstones 
are elaborately carved with reliefs of the deceased 
(possibly flanked by family members). Most of the steles 
are made of limestone, but there is also one inscription on 
marble and one carved in living rock. The fact that the 
inscriptions only display names does raise some problems. 
Since the inscriptions are written in a Greek alphabet, it is 
not always easy to tell in which language the inscription is 
supposed to be. Because many local names, in Asia Minor 
and other areas, also appear in Greek inscriptions, a local 
name does not per se indicate that the inscription is written 
in the Pisidian language. To determine in which language 
the inscriptions are written the declinations and endings of 
the names are very important, but they do not always 
provide a decisive answer.  
 
Figure 1 - Pisidian funerary stele  
 (Kadmos 26, 1987, Nr. 25) 
 
Among 22 of the inscriptions, published in an article by Brixhe, Drew-Bear and Kaya, there 
are 10 of which the language is contested. Three of the inscriptions are bilingual inscriptions, 
mixing Greek and Pisidian with Greek names having Greek endings and Pisidian names 
having Pisidian endings.32 
It is interesting that this language is only used in Roman times and in such a small 
area. The inscriptions are found in three villages in Anatolia (see Map 1). These villages lie 
just south of the zone where Phrygian inscriptions are found, but the find places of Neo-
Phrygian and Pisidian inscriptions do not overlap. Why did the population in this region not 
write down their language before? Why did they pick up this idea so much later than all the 
                                                 
29
 I do not know what the odds are for finding more inscriptions in the region if more excavations would be 
done. 
30
 For the publication of the Pisidian inscriptions see Kadmos 14 (1975), 149-153; Kadmos 26 (1987), 122-170; 
Kadmos 40 (2001), 155-177; Kadmos 44 (2005) 7-19.  
31
 G. Neumann and E. Fuhrmann (2005) “Zwei Epigorische Inscriften aus dem pisidischen Bergland”, Kadmos 
44, 7-18. 
32
 C. Brixhe, T. Drew-Bear and D. Kaya (1987) “Nouveaux documents Pisidiens”, Kadmos 26, 122-170. 
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other languages in Asia Minor? Or in the case of Neo-Phrygian, why did writing fall in disuse 
again for some centuries? The proximity of the two areas of inscriptions probably implies 
contact and transmission of ideas and this might provide part of the answer. I will pursue 
these questions further in the Chapter 2 and 3.  
 
Aramaic 
 
Aramaic is a Semitic language of the North-West Semitic branch. The Semitic family tree 
encompasses, among others, Hebrew, Phoenician and Arabic. As shown in Figure 2 Aramaic 
is close related to Phoenician and Hebrew. 
 
 
Figure 2 - Semitic languages family tree (simplified) 
 
Aramaic has been subdivided in different stages of the language and in various dialects. The 
diachronic division in different stages is based on historical events as much as on linguistic 
change. Stuart Creason recognizes six stages in Aramaic in the Cambridge Encyclopaedia of 
the World’s  Ancient Languages:33  
 
1500 – 950 BC: Spoken Aramaic but no extant texts. 
950 – 600 BC:  Old Aramaic 
Old Aramaic is mainly known from royal inscriptions from the Aramaic 
city-states. 
600 – 200 BC:  Imperial (/Official) Aramaic 
Imperial Aramaic begins when the language is used as lingua franca by 
the Babylonian and later the Persian Empire. The language of the 
inscriptions is very uniform, probably due to the official nature of the 
texts.  
200 BC – AD 200:  Middle Aramaic 
In the period of Middle Aramaic we see the growth of local dialects, 
like the dialects of Palmyra, the Nabataean Kingdom, and the dialect in 
texts from the caves near Qumran.  
AD 200 – 700: Late Aramaic 
This period maintains the level of diversity in dialects in Aramaic. 
Because of the abundance of texts, inscriptions and manuscripts, there 
is even more evidence of different dialects than in the former period.  
                                                 
33
 In Woodard (2004) The Cambridge Encyclopaedia of the World´s Ancient Languages, 392-393. For the 
problems attached to such a periodization see Woodard, The Cambridge Encyclopaedia of the World´s Ancient 
Languages, 391. 
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This period ends with the Arab conquest. Literary activity in some of 
the dialects continues after that. 
AD 700 – present: Modern Aramaic 
Modern Aramaic dialects continue to decline in favour of Arabic.  
 
The division in different dialects, especially the division of Middle Aramaic, in which we are 
most interested, is not only based on geographical distribution, but also on linguistic 
differences that are more conspicuous for being written in different alphabets. The variation in 
Aramaic alphabets is large; although the Aramaic alphabets were all derived from the 
Phoenician alphabet, it is probably that the user of one Aramaic alphabet could not read 
another Aramaic alphabet.34 The most important Aramaic dialects in the first three centuries 
AD are Nabataean, written in its own script in the Nabataean kingdom, and Palmyrene, also 
attested in a distinctive script, mainly in the city of Palmyra and along the caravan routes that 
went through Palmyra. In Aramaic epigraphy the different dialects are sometimes heavily 
emphasized, thereby obscuring the importance of the Aramaic language as a whole.35 
Although this can be defended, especially since the different dialects could not be used 
interchangeably, I think it does not reflect the reality of one language that was used in many 
different regions in the eastern provinces. In this work Aramaic will be treated as one 
language with different dialects, not as separate languages.  
Aramaic is, beside Latin and Greek, probably the most widespread language in the 
Roman Empire and one of the most long-living. In contrast with languages like Pisidian, that 
are attested in a very specific area, Aramaic is widely attested in inscriptions from Babylon in 
Mesopotamia to Abydos in Egypt and from the Sinai Peninsula to Asia Minor. Besides 
findings in this ‘Aramaic heart land’, individual inscriptions are also found in Britannia, 
Dacia, Moesia and Numidia. Some funerary inscriptions belong to a distinct group of Aramaic 
migrant inscriptions, e.g. two bilingual (Aramaic-Latin) marble plaques from Rome one in the 
Palmyrene alphabet36 and one in the Nabataean alphabet,37 or the bilingual (Aramaic-Latin) 
funerary stele erected in memory of a Palmyrene women in South Shields in the United 
Kingdom.38 Also some honorary inscriptions are found outside the eastern provinces: near 
Denderah in Egypt39 and in Puteoli in Italy.40 The geographical distribution of the Aramaic 
inscriptions of the first three centuries AD is very uneven. Two regions have yielded about 
90% of all Aramaic inscriptions; 25% of the Aramaic inscriptions come from the caravan city 
of Palmyra and 65% are from the Nabataean Kingdom, including Petra and the Sinai. Map 2 
shows distribution of Aramaic inscriptions in the eastern provinces.  
                                                 
34
 Personal conversation with David Taylor.  
35
 The Repertoire d’Épigraphie Sémitique for example treats inscriptions in Nabataean, Palmyrene and Mandaic 
on the same level as inscriptions in Aramaic (in general), Arabic and Phoenician – which are all separate 
languages –. This implies that Nabataean and Palmyrene are independent Semitic languages instead of Aramaic 
dialects.  
36
 CIS 2 III 3905 
37
 CIS 2 I 159 
38
 CIS 2 III 3901. Cf. the inscriptions from Calceus Herculus and Lambaesis in Numidia (CIS 2 III 3908, CIS 2 
III 3908bis and CIS 2 III 3909); Constanza in present day Rumenia (RES II 1038) 
39
 CIS 2 III 3910, RES I 488. 
40
 CIS 2 I 158. 
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Map 2 - Distribution of Aramaic inscriptions (white) 
 
The lack of dating of the Aramaic inscriptions poses some problems. In table 3 all inscriptions 
that are not specifically dated to the century BC are presented. 
 
 
Number of 
Inscriptions Date           
 1st century AD 1st century AD 2nd century AD 3rd century unknown Total 
Inscriptions 112 146 167 149 4371 4945 
Table 3 - Aramaic inscriptions 
 
The number of dated inscriptions from the 1st century BC to the 3rd century AD remains fairly 
stable.41 However, it is clear from table 3 that the vast majority of the Aramaic inscriptions 
are not dated. This poses a problem, since a random undated Aramaic inscription could dated 
from the 6th century BC to the 6th century AD. Luckily we have some additional information 
since 4262 of the 4371 undated Aramaic inscriptions, i.e. more than 97%, are either from 
Palmyra or the Nabataean kingdom. For both region the epigraphic habit developed at the end 
of the first century AD, peaked in the first two centuries AD and afterwards died out. Most of 
the undated inscriptions will thus fall into the scope of my thesis, and therefore I will discuss 
all the undated Aramaic inscriptions in the next chapters.  
                                                 
41
 See the text on Hebrew and the dating of inscription (below) for an explanation of the dating 1st century 
(BC/AD). 
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Hebrew 
 
Hebrew is a North-West Semitic language, like Aramaic. It is one of the Canaanite languages, 
a subgroup of the North-West Semitic languages consisting of Phoenician and its descendant 
Punic (see below) and the languages from the Transjordan Ammonite, Moabite and Edomite. 
The sources for these latter languages have ceased since Persian times and it is difficult to 
establish how long these continued to be spoken.  
 In 1000 BC two Hebrew speaking states emerged in Palestine: Israel in the Samarian 
hills in the north and Judah in the Judaean hills in the south. These states were destroyed 
between 722 BC and 586 BC by the Assyrians and Babylonians respectively, but Hebrew 
continued to be spoken and used as literary language during the 1st millennium BC. In the 
second half of the 1st millennium BC Aramaic and Greek (from the 3rd century BC) became 
more and more widespread in Palestine alongside Hebrew and in some areas started to replace 
Hebrew as a spoken language. The beginning of the end of spoken Hebrew might have 
occurred 135 AD with the repression of the Bar-Kochba revolt against the Romans and the 
exile of the Jewish elite to the Aramaic speaking Galilee.42  Hebrew continued to be used as a 
literary and scholarly language and the language of prayer.43 The reflection upon and 
enrichment and purification of the language never ceased in the Jewish scholarly tradition 
during the Middle Ages, but a true revitalisation of Hebrew only succeeded at the end of the 
19th century combined with a new settlement plan in Palestine.44  
The oldest texts in Hebrew recognisable as a distinct language are from the end of the 
second millennium. The early poetry from the Hebrew Bible is the only text in Hebrew 
attested before 1000 BC. From the pre-exilic period, between the 10th and 6th century, we 
have some 500 inscriptions and various Bible books.45 Late Classical Hebrew, from the 6th 
until the 2nd century BC is attested in inscriptions and in some of the later Bible books. From 
the 1st century BC until the 3rd century AD Hebrew is attested in inscriptions and in literary 
texts such as the Rabbinic texts and the texts from Qumram. As described above, Hebrew 
becomes hereafter a scholarly language, solely used for theological interpretation, although 
some standard phrases and texts are still used for funerary inscriptions and synagogue mosaics 
until the Middle Ages.46    
 The Hebrew language is in the first three centuries AD used mostly in Palestine, since 
the Jews in the diaspora spoke either Aramaic (in Babylonia) or Greek (e.g. in Egypt). There 
are also inscriptions found in Hebrew all across the Roman Empire that are erected by Jewish 
migrants.47 The language however never became widely used, i.e. by non-Jews, outside 
Palestine/the Jewish heartland. Map 3 shows the distribution of the Hebrew and Aramaic 
inscriptions from Palestine and the Levantine coast. 
                                                 
42
 Kyle McCarter Jr., P. in Woodard, The Cambridge Encyclopaedia of the World´s Ancient Languages, 319-
364.  Sáenz-Badillos (1993) A History of the Hebrew Language agrees with the importance of the Bar-Kochba 
revolt as a turning point in the history of the Hebrew language but he also notes that there are various indications 
that Hebrew did not die out completely as spoken language in Judaea.  
43Hoffmann, J.M. (2004) In the Beginning – A Short History of the Hebrew Language, 165-180. 
44
 Sáenz-Badillos, A History of the Hebrew Language, 269. 
45
 For the inscriptions see F.W. Dodds-Allsopp (ed.) (2005) Hebrew Inscriptions – texts from the Biblical Period 
of the Monarchy with Concordance.  
46
 But see Adams, Bilingualism and the Latin Language, p. 273. On a literary revival in early mediaeval funerary 
inscriptions in the Western Mediterranean.   
47
 J.-B. Frey (1936-1952) Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaicarum – Recueil des inscriptions Juives qui vont du IIIe 
siècle avant Jésus-Christ au VIIe siècle de notre ère. 
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Map 3 - Distribution of Hebrew (blue) and Aramaic (white) inscriptions in Palestine and the Levantine 
coast. 
 
In total I have gathered 1332 inscriptions in Hebrew. From this total 622 are dated from the 
10th century until the 2nd century BC and thus fall outside the scope of this research. 369 
inscriptions are dated from the 1st century BC till the 3rd century AD. Table 1.1 shows the 
number of inscriptions found from different periods between the 1st century BC and the 3rd 
century AD.  
 
 
1st century 
BC 
1st century 
AD 
1st century 
BC/AD 
2nd century 
AD 
3rd century 
AD 
1st-4th century 
AD Total 
inscriptions 25 35 231 12 17 49 369 
Table 4 - Hebrew inscriptions from 1st century BC to the 3rd century AD 
 
The Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaeae/Palestinae has dated many of the inscriptions from 
Jerusalem to the 1st centuries BC or AD without further specification. Mostly it concerns 
ossuaries found in large tomb complexes used by multiple generations over the turn of the 
century. Whenever this is the case, I will include the inscriptions from the 1st century BC 
firstly because they can not be separated from the inscriptions from the 1st century AD and 
secondly because these inscriptions clearly belong to one cultural phenomenon in Jerusalem 
around the turn of the era. By retaining the inscriptions from the 1st century BC, the continuity 
of the practice of the placing inscribed ossuaries in tomb complexes becomes clear, especially 
since the number of inscribed ossuaries declines steeply from the 2nd century. The 49 
inscriptions dated to the 1st until the 4th century AD are funerary inscriptions from the 
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necropolis of Beth She‘arim and Oufra (Edessa).48 Unfortunately these inscriptions are not 
dated more precisely, but I will include them in my research because they fall for a large part 
within my time frame. The later inscriptions that date from the 4th century onwards far into 
the Middle Ages (the last dated inscription is from the 14th century) only amount to 39.49 The 
date of the 300 remaining inscriptions is not known, which means that about 22% of the 
Hebrew inscriptions has not been dated at all.  
 The number of Hebrew inscriptions is relatively small, considering the long literary 
tradition of Hebrew and the strong local identity of the Jews in Israel and Judah in certain 
periods of history. As stated above I have gathered 1332 inscriptions50 in Hebrew across the 
whole of the Roman Empire. One possible cause for this relatively small number is the lack of 
an extensive corpus of all Hebrew inscriptions combining all time periods and the whole of 
the Roman Empire.51 The Corpus Inscriptionum Semiticarum III was supposed to contain the 
Hebrew inscriptions, but has never been published. The Repertoire d’Epigraphie Semitique 
does include Hebrew inscriptions but lacks a proper basis. Lidzbarski created a collection of 
inscriptions, and did not aim to create an exhaustive collection.52 The Corpus Inscriptionum 
Iudiciarum does contain many Hebrew inscriptions from the entire Roman Empire from the 
1st century BC until the 7th century AD. The focus of this work, however, lies on Jewish 
inscriptions, not on Hebrew inscriptions, and the majority of the inscriptions are in Greek or 
Latin. In addition to these corpora the new Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaeae/Palestinae aims to 
be a complete collection of the inscriptions from Palestine and Israel and will therefore bring 
together inscriptions from the various aforementioned corpora. I have used the first volume of 
the CIIP containing only the inscriptions from Jerusalem.53 The other volumes have still to be 
published and cannot be included in my thesis. This implies that my data are lopsided towards 
Jerusalem and that any conclusions based on the Hebrew inscriptions might soon be outdated 
or overthrown by new volumes of the CIIP. Nonetheless it is important to included Hebrew in 
this general overview of the provincial languages in the Roman Empire.  
 
Phoenician (and Punic)  
  
Phoenician is a language from the Canaanite branch of the Semitic language family (see 
above). The language is attested from the 10th century in Sidon, Tyre and other cities in 
Phoenicia. The Phoenician cities founded many colonies in the western Mediterranean and 
spread the language by means of trade across the Mediterranean. The language is attested for 
example on inscriptions in Piraeus in Greece, on Delos, in Chia on Sardinia, Palermo and 
Grotta Regina on Sicily and Villarico in Spain. The most successful colony of these, Carthage 
(Qrt-hdsht ‘New City’), daughter city of Tyrus, established an ‘Empire’ of her own spreading 
along the North African coast from Mogador in Morocco to Lepcis Magna in Libya, but also 
had foundations in Spain, Sardinia and Sicily (see map 4 below). 
 
                                                 
48
 Frey, CII, 177 (Beth She’arim); 340 (Edessa). The city of Beth She’arim was founded by King Herod at the 
end of the 1st century BC and was destroyed by fire in the 4th century AD. This leads to the dating of the 
inscription between these two moments.  
49
 This is probably also due to a problem with the secondary sources, see below. 
50
 546 inscriptions from Dodds-Allsopp, Hebrew Inscriptions counted and not inseterted in my database and 786 
in my own database from the RES, CIIP and CII. 
51
 Other possible causes for the low number of Hebrew inscriptions will be discussed more extensively in 
Chapter 3. 
52
 M. Lidzbarski (1898) Handbuch der nordsemitischen Epigraphik nebst ausgewählten Inschriften. 
53
 With many thanks to Jonathan Kirkpatrick who gave me a digital version of the whole book since it is not yet 
available in the libraries.  
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Map 4 - The Phoenician-Punic world of the Western Mediterranean (from Brill’s New Pauly – with kind 
permission of Brill’s publishers) 
 
In modern literature a division is often made between Phoenician and Punic culture and 
language; Phoenician denoting the cities in Phoenicia and their colonies and Punic the culture 
spreading from the Carthaginian settlements in North Africa.54 For the language the division 
is threesome: Phoenician is the language of the inscriptions from the Levantine coast and 
spread by merchants around the Mediterranean; Punic is the name of the dialect of Carthage 
and inscriptions found in its vast sphere of influence before 146 BC; Neo-Punic designates the 
language variety after the fall of Carthage in 146 BC.55 Linguistically this is not a meaningful 
division since Punic and Neo-Punic are the same dialect, only written in a different script.  
When I use the term Neo-Punic in this work it is to describe the language of the inscriptions 
written in the Neo-Punic script. 
 I have collected 774 Neo-Punic inscriptions, mainly from North Africa and the islands 
in the Western Mediterranean.56 Neo-Punic inscriptions are found in Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, 
Morocco, Spain, Sardiania, Sicily and Malta, as well as some individual finds in Rome, 
Thebes (Egypt) and Holt (Wales).  
 
                                                 
54
 Cf. Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Phoenicians, Poeni., by H.G. Niemeyer; G.E. Markoe (2000) Phoenicians, 13.  
55
 This is a very schematic division and in reality the division between Punic and Neo-Punic is not so sharp. 
Wilson touches upon this problem in his forthcoming article “Neo-Punic and Latin in the epigraphic landscape 
of Roman North Africa”. 
56
 Based on Jongeling’s Handbook of Neo-Punic inscriptions from 2008 with some additions from the RES.  
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Map 5 - Distribution of Neo-Punic (pink) and Libyan (green) inscriptions 
 
Only 23 of the 774 have been dated, just 2,9% of the Punic inscriptions. Of these, 2 are dated 
to the 2nd century BC and 21 to the 1st century AD. The other inscriptions fall within the 
period between, the 146 BC – the divide between Punic and Neo-Punic – and the 3rd century 
AD but cannot be dated more precisely. Wilson argues that the monumental inscriptions in 
Roman Tripolitania, and especially in Lepcis Magna, all can be dated within one century, 
from 10 BC to AD 92, and that this usage of inscription reflects a very specific period in the 
neo-Punic epigraphical habit.57 This still leaves us with many inscriptions that can only be 
dated within the span of half a millennium. The remarks by Augustine of Hippo that bishops 
sent out to rural parts of North Africa should have some knowledge of Punic, since that was 
the language of the congregation, and his remarks about the Semitic character of Punic, show 
the endurance of Punic and it might be possible that even at that time Punic inscriptions were 
made.58  
Libyan  
 
The third major language epigraphically attested in North Africa, alongside Latin and (Neo-) 
Punic is called Libyan or Libyco-Berber in the scholarly literature. Both names are misleading 
since Libyan was not exclusively used within the boundaries of modern Libya, but neither has 
a relationship between “Libyan” and Berber been confirmed. The language is considered by 
some scholars to be a Berber dialect, and thus part of the Afro-Asiatic language family, but 
this relationship has been intensely debated the past decades. Libyan is represented in a script 
that resembles the Tifinigh alphabet that is now used among the Tuareg, and this might 
provide a link between ‘Libyan’ and the modern day Berber languages. However, although 
we can read most of the script, we cannot read the language, and therefore it is hard to 
establish a firm link between Libyan and Berber. The relation of Libyan with other languages 
                                                 
57
 Wilson, “Neo-Punic and Latin in the epigraphic landscape of Roman North Africa”. 
58
 Augustinus, Epistula, 66, 2; 209, 2 f.; Sermones, 167, 4. 
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is thus unclear. About 1200 inscriptions in this language have been discovered from Morocco 
to Libya.59 
The inscriptions are found, as said above, in the whole of North Africa, except for 
Egypt. The spread of inscriptions is fairly even; many inscriptions are found in small rural 
places and so far no large quantities are found in cities. This supports the idea that Libyan is 
the language of the semi-nomadic and rural autochthonous people and it reflects the relatively 
wide use of the language. These steles were not just erected in one or two cities on the coast 
by the city elite that adopted the habit of inscribing from the Phoenicians or from each other, 
but it is used in many different districts and villages (see Map 3)  
 The North-African Saharan territory is full of rock inscriptions made by Touaregs and 
other groups in the Libyan script.60 Since the Libyan script has been used from the 7th century 
BC until this day most of these inscription fall outside the scope of my research.61 I have 
collected about 1200 inscriptions in Libyan, mainly from Chabot’s Recueil des Inscriptions 
Libyco-berberes (RIL).62 Of these 1200 inscriptions only 31 are dated.63 The dates of these 
inscriptions range from the 2nd century BC till the 6th century AD and provide little certainty 
for the dating of the other inscriptions. This implies that 97,5% of the inscriptions are 
undated. Pichler divides the history of the Libyan script in different phases of development, 
by means of change in letters forms and phonetic changes64. He dates all the inscriptions that 
Chabot has collected to the ‘classical period’, which stretches from the 3rd century BC to 
roughly the 3rd century AD.65  
 A handful of bilingual inscriptions have been discovered, Libyan-Latin (21 
inscriptions) and Libyan-Punic (8 inscriptions).66 These bilingual inscriptions show that 
Libyan was not a completely isolated language on the fringes of the Empire but that the 
languages were in contact and interacted. In what ways the three languages in North Africa 
interacted and to what extend this area was multilingual and the people in this area were 
multilingual is discussed in Chapter 2 and 3. 
 
Lusitanian 
 
The term Lusitanian is derived from Ptolemaeus’ description of the Lusitani and the area they 
inhabit.67 This area stretches along the coast from Tejo to Douro and inland to Coria, Cáceres 
and Medellín.68 This area became the Roman province Lusitania.  
                                                 
59
 See J.-B. Chabot (1940) Recueil des inscriptions Libyques and L. Galand (1966) “Inscriptions Libyques”, in 
Inscriptions Antiques du Maroc, ed. Galand, Fevrier and Vajda, 1-80. 
60
 Pichler (2007) Origin and Development of the Libyco-Berber script, 92. 
61
 Not necessarily used to write down the same language for all those years. 
62
 The other works that provide inscriptions for my database are O. Brogan and D.J. Smith, Ghirza, a Libyan 
settlement in the Roman Period and R. Rebuffat (1974-75) “Graffiti en ‘Libyque de Bu Njem’”, Libya Antiqua, 
165-188.  
63
 RIL 1; RIL 2; RIL 3; RIL 4; RIL 146; RIL 870; RIL 882; LA (1974-75) 1; LA (1974-75) 2; LA (1974-75) 3; LA 
(1974-75) 4; LA (1974-75) 5; LA (1974-75) 6; LA (1974-75) 7; LA (1974-75) 8; LA (1974-75) 8bis; LA (1974-75) 
9; LA (1974-75) 9bis; Ghirza 1; Ghirza 2; Ghirza 3; Ghirza 4; Ghirza 5; Ghirza 6; Ghirza 7; Ghirza 8a; Ghirza 
8b; Ghirza 8c; Ghirza 10 Ghirza 9; Ghirza 11. 
64
 Pichler, Origin and Development of the Libyco-Berber script, 46-114. 
65
 Idem, 61ff.. 
66
 Libyan/Latin: RIL 56; RIL 85; RIL 145; RIL 146; RIL 147; RIL 150; RIL 151; RIL 182; RIL 193; RIL 211; RIL 
252; RIL 288; RIL 289; RIL 511; RIL 665; RIL 844; RIL 870; RIL 880; RIL 882; RIL 906; RIL 908. 
Libyan/Punic: RIL 1; RIL 2; RIL 12; RIL 31; RIL 72; RIL 451; RIL 657; RIL 745; RIL 803; RIL 813; RIL 881. 
67
 Ptolemaeus, Cosmographia, 2,5,3; 2,5,7. 
68
 Untermann (1997) Monumenta Linguarum Hispanicarum, Band IV, 726. 
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Map 6 - Distribution of all Lusitanian inscriptions 
 
There are only five inscriptions found in this language, but it is clear, from these 
inscriptions and further onomastic evidence from Latin inscriptions, that Lusitanian belongs 
to the Celtic languages in Spain, but is separate from Celtiberian. These five inscriptions give 
enough evidence to establish this as a distinct language group. Besides the five inscriptions in 
the provincial language there are also many votive inscriptions found in Latin in this area 
containing indigenous names of people and gods. 
All five inscriptions are written in Latin script and not in any of the local scripts that 
were used in Spain. The use of the Latin script for the inscriptions establishes a terminus post 
quem, because Latin inscriptions only spread to this part of Spain in the early imperial 
period.69 Although none of the inscriptions are dated it is probable that they fall in the period 
of the first three centuries AD.  
These inscriptions show that Lusitanian was used during the Roman occupation of 
Northwest Spain, but the small number might indicate that the Lusitanian was not often 
written. Of course one should take in the possibility of loss of material, but it is likely that 
more inscriptions would have been found if Lusitianian was as prolific as Celtiberian or 
Iberian. Untermann suggests that there probably was no widespread regional writing culture 
in the indigenous language but that in several instances people independently came up with 
the idea to use the Latin script to write in their ‘own’ language70. This, according to 
Untermann, also explains the different spelling varieties that are found in the inscriptions.  
                                                 
69
 Untermann, MLH, Band IV, 725. 
70
 Untermann, MLH, Band IV, 725. 
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Gallic 
 
The Gallic language is a branch of the continental Celtic language family and thus closely 
related to Celtiberian and Galatian, and possibly Lepontic.71 The precise relations between the 
different Celtic languages are uncertain and still disputed.72 This thesis does not venture into 
this linguistic swamp, but see figure 3 below for a simplified family tree of the Celtic 
languages. 
 
 
 
Figure 3 - Celtic languages family tree (simplified) 
 
Gallic inscriptions are found in modern day Northern Italy, France, Belgium, Luxembourg, 
Germany and Switzerland (see map). Gallic is attested in inscriptions from the 3rd century BC 
and is further known from some glosses, but there is no literature in Gallic.  
At present there are almost 650 inscriptions known in the Gallic language. The 
inscriptions that have been found are written in three different scripts, the Greek, the Latin 
and the Etruscan alphabet. The Gauls did not develop an alphabet for their language. In 
contrast with the users of the Celtiberian language who adapted the North-Iberian script to 
write their inscriptions in addition to the Latin script they also used, the Gauls took over the 
script of the Greeks and Romans.73 Most inscriptions are written in Latin script, some 380, 
while there are 280 inscriptions in Greek script, and only 6 inscriptions in Etruscan script. The 
two oldest attestations of the Gallic language are probably form the 3rd century BC, one 
written in Greek script and one in Etruscan.74 All the dated inscriptions, approximately two 
thirds of the total, range from the 3rd century BC until the 5th century AD, with the vast 
majority in the 1st century BC and the first two centuries AD and only a handful after the 2nd 
century AD. Although some branches of the Celtic languages have survived until today, 
Gallic has died out completely since the early Middle Ages. 
                                                 
71
 There is debate among the linguists whether Lepontic belongs to the Celtic or Italian language family, or to 
neither.  
72
 Especially the relation between insular and continental Celtic and Celtiberian is unclear, as is the relationship 
between Gallic, Galatian and Lepontic. See for the discussion M.J. Ball (1993) The Celtic Languages, Part 1. 
73
 They made one adaptation to the Latin alphabet by using the Greek theta to denote the δ, a sound the Latin 
alphabet had no sign for.  
74
 RIG I G.224 and RIG II.1 E.6. 
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Map 7 - Distribution of Gallic inscriptions 
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1.2 Epigraphically unattested languages 
 
Alongside the languages we have discussed above, a plethora of other languages was 
probably spoken within the Roman Empire in the first three centuries AD, without being 
attested in inscriptions.75 Some of these languages are known from literary references or 
onomastics, while the existence of others can only be inferred and some might be lost to us 
forever. This thesis discusses the position of provincial languages in the Roman Empire by 
means of inscriptions, and therefore I will not dwell on these epigraphically unattested 
languages extensively, but in order to have a more or less complete overview of the linguistic 
landscape in the Roman Empire in the first three centuries AD, a short discussion of some of 
these languages should be added.  
 
Iberian peninsula 
 
In Spain four languages are attested in inscriptions before the Roman conquest: Iberian, Celt-
Iberian, Tartessian and Lusitanian. None of these languages is attested after the first century 
BC but it is unlikely that the spoken languages died out immediately, even though the 
languages were not written anymore. ‘Tartessian’ is probably the oldest language to be 
written down in the Iberian Peninsula, since the peak of the culture of Tartessos was between 
650 - 550 BC and the two dated inscriptions are from the 6th century BC. The language is 
attested in a hundred inscriptions and is found in a small area in southern Portugal, with a 
couple of inscriptions spread more widely in south-western Spain.76  
 Celt-Iberian inscriptions are found in the upper-region of the Ebro and the area south 
of the river. The first dated use of the Iberian script for the Celt-Iberian language is a coin for 
the city of Segeda between 179 and 150 BC.77  The 50-odd inscriptions are dated in the short 
interval between 133 and 50 BC. Celt-Iberian is attested in two scripts, the Iberian script taken 
from the Iberian inscriptions in the coastal region and Latin. 
 Iberian is the best attested and most widespread language of the languages from the 
Iberian peninsula. The Iberian heyday lasted from the 5th century BC until far after the Roman 
conquest of Spain. The oldest inscriptions date from the 4th century BC and the latest 
inscription is probably from the first years of Augustus’ reign.78 Although Iberian is attested 
over a far longer period and for a larger area than Celt-Iberian or Tartessian, none of these 
languages made its way in written form into the new era. 
A fifth language in Spain is Basque. Basque has a very different history from the other 
language here discussed, since it has not been attested in writing until long after the Roman 
period. The first continuous text in Basque dates from the beginning of the 16th century. 
Before that, only glosses and names are known.79 Considering that Basque is a non-Indo-
European language surrounded, as it were, like an island by a sea of different Indo-European 
languages, it is generally accepted that Basque pre-dates the Indo-European migration waves 
into the Iberian peninsula and thus also pre-dates the Roman conquest.80 Basque must have 
                                                 
75
 Of course it is also possible that all inscriptions in a language are lost and that they have not come down to us.  
76
 See for a map of the area and for a collection of the Tartessian inscriptions Untermann MLH, Band IV. 
77
 Untermann MLH, Band IV, 363. 
78
 Untermann (1990) MLH III.1, 111; 125. See for a discussion of the youngest Iberian inscription MLH F.11.8. 
79
 A. Tovar (1961) The Ancient Languages of Spain and Portugal, 131.  
80
 Tovar, The Ancient Languages of Spain and Portugal, 127. Beekes, Comparative Indo-European 
Linguistics,8. 
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been spoken in the mountainous regions in northern Spain and southern France for centuries 
before being written down.  
Britain 
 
The local languages from the British Isles are, contrary to those in Spain, only attested after 
the Romans left in the 4th century AD. It is clear that several earlier languages existed before 
the Romans came, but they were never written down. Also after the conquest when Latin was 
used for inscriptions, personal letters, record keeping and so on, Celtic and Pictish were not 
used for writing.  
The first writing in Celtic stems from c. 400 AD, with the appearance of inscriptions 
in the Ogham script.81 This provincial script  continued to be in use, mainly for inscriptions, 
throughout the Middle Ages, besides the Roman script, that was used for texts both in Celtic 
and in Latin. Some branches of insular Celtic are still spoken and written in the UK, i.e. 
Welsh, Manx, Scottish Gaelic, Irish and Breton in Brittany. 
Galatian 
 
On the other end of the Roman Empire in Asia Minor, another Celtic language was used for 
several centuries. Galatian was brought to Asia Minor by migrating Celts in the 3rd century 
BC.82 It has left no trace in the epigraphical record, and the only information about the 
language comes from literary references and onomastics.83 The literary references imply the 
use of the Galatian language as late as the 6th century AD.84 
Italy  
 
With the conquest of the Italian peninsula by the city of Rome from the 3rd century onwards, 
Latin became more widely used as language of the state, and in many parts of Italy later also 
as language of everyday life.85 Italy was a patchwork of different people and tribes, all with a 
distinct language and culture. The language map of Italy shows the variety of languages from 
pre-Roman Italy: Etruscan, Oscan, Umbrian, Lepontic, Venetic, Messapic,  Faliscan, and 
Greek.   
All these languages are attested in inscriptions; some languages, like Paelignian, Marsian, and 
Volscian, are only attested in 1 or 2 inscriptions, while Etruscan is attested over 10,000 
(mainly) funerary inscriptions.86  Although the pace of the changes varied from one region to 
another, all Italic languages had disappeared from the epigraphical record in favour of Latin, 
at the turn of the era.87 The last Oscan inscription dates to the mid-1st century AD. Oscan is 
one of the many Italic languages used in Italy before the Roman conquest. 
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 For scholarship on the Celtic inscriptions on the British Ilses see e.g. R.A.S. Macalister (1945-49) Corpus 
Inscriptionum Insularum Celticarum; P. Sims-Williams (2003) The Celtic Inscriptions of Britain.  
82
 P. Freeman (2001) The Galatian Language, 1.  
83
 Freeman, The Galatian Language; for onomastics: 23-77.  
84
 E.g. Lucian, Alexander, 51 and Galen, De differentia pulsum, 8.585 from the 2nd century AD; Jerome, 
Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians, 2.3 from the 4th century AD and from the 6th century Cyril of 
Scothopolis, Vita S. Euthymii, 55.  
85
 J-M. David (1996) The Roman Conquest of Italy, 136. 
86
 E. Pulgram (1978) Italic, Latin, Italian - 600 B.C. to A.D. 1260, 134-151; for Etruscan inscriptions see the 
Corpus Inscriptionum Etruscarum. 
87
 David, The Roman Conquest of Italy, 137. 
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As one of the Italic language Oscan is closely 
related to Latin, together with Umbrian, 
Faliscan and Venetic. Oscan was widely used 
in southern Italy (see map on the languages 
of Italy). There are some 400 Oscan 
inscriptions. Most of these inscriptions date 
from the 4th century BC to the 1st century 
BC. Only in Pompeii there is some evidence 
that Oscan was still used for inscriptions in 
the 1st century AD.88  There are two stone 
inscriptions and one graffito from the 1st 
century AD.89 However, the scarcity of the 
material indicates that Oscan was losing 
ground quickly to Latin – or had it already 
lost it? –. Although it is highly significant 
that the survival of Oscan into this era is 
evidenced by some dated inscriptions, the 
important period of contact and exchange 
between Latin and Oscan had already taken 
place in the first two centuries BC.  
 
 
 
Map 8 - Languages of Italy (from Brill’s New Pauly  
– with kind permission of Brill’s publishers) 
 
In Umbria the Latin alphabet was used from the early 2nd century BC, while the first 
Latin inscription only appeared at the end of that century.90 The last Umbrian inscriptions date 
from the 1st century BC. According to Livy the city of Cumae sent in 180 BC a request to 
Rome to be allowed to use Latin as official administrative and legislative language, a favour 
that Rome graciously granted.91 This gradual process of the Romanisation of the Italian 
peninsula was accelerated by the aftermath of the Social Wars and the Roman citizenship 
grants to all people living in the Italian peninsula. So, from 80 BC onwards Latin was the 
epigraphical language in most areas.   
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 For an extensive discussion of the use of Oscan in Pompeii see A.E. Cooley (2002b) “The survival of Oscan in 
Roman Pompeii” in Becoming Roman, Writing Latin? Literacy and Epigraphy in the Roman West, ed. Cooley, 
77-86. 
89
 Inscriptions: E. Vetter (1953) Handbuch der Italische Dialekte, no. 11; no. 21; Graffito: R.S. Conway (1879) 
The Italic dialects I, p. 81 n. IXa.  
90
 David, The Roman Conquest of Italy, 137. 
91
 Livy, Ab urbe condita, XL, 43, 1. See for a discussion of this text Adams, Bilingualism and the Latin 
Language, 113.  
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Illyria and the Balkan 
 
From the region between from the Alps to the black sea, stretching north to the Donau, here 
loosely titled Illyria and the Balkan, there is a complete lack of inscriptions in the provincial 
languages. The only information about the provincial languages spoken in this area is given 
by personal names and place names and glossia in antique sources.92 There were many 
different languages spoken in this region. In the west part of this region, in modern day 
Kroatia, Swiss and Slovenia, onomastic evidence suggests that Celtic language were spoken.93 
The eldest Latin inscription from this area is from the last years of the Roman Republic, thus 
the middle of the 1st century BC.94 The Illyrian tribes in Illyria had there own language, of 
which no textual evidence is transmitted.95 Beside some scarce onomastics evidence we know 
almost nothing of this language. We know a bit more of the provincial language in Thrace, 
Thracian. There are two Thracian inscriptions found, one ring and one gravestone, but they 
cannot be read.96 Thracian is an Indo-European language, but their exact place in the Indo-
European family tree is unclear. It is clear however from onomastic evidence and place names 
that Thracian was used until late antiquity.97 Dacian has left no written record, only some 
onomastics evidence and glosses of plant names in Dioskurides. Many Latin inscriptions have 
been found in this area, despite the relatively short time of Roman dominion.98  
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 J. Untermann (1980) “Alpen-Donau-Adria”, 53.  
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 Untermann, “Alpen-Donau-Adria”, 53. 
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 Idem, 53-54. 
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 R. Katičić (1980) “Die Balkanprovinzen”, 110-111. 
96
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 Idem, 114.  
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Chapter 2 
 
The second chapter is the presentation and analysis of the data for the eight languages 
discussed in chapter 1.1. The presentation of the data is focussed on the form (size and 
material) and content of the inscriptions. With this presentation I answer the question in what 
form and for which content, the different languages are epigraphically attested. In addition to 
these characteristics, other properties of the inscriptions in a particularlanguage will be 
discussed, if relevant for the overall picture of how the language was used epigraphically, e.g. 
the geographical distribution of inscriptions in an area, the period in which a language was 
used or the number of multilingual inscriptions.  
The presentation of the data, focussed on the question above, leads to two further 
questions: Can a connection between the form and content of an inscription and the language 
used in that inscription be made plausible? Did the different languages in an area complement 
each other in their epigraphical usage? In order to answer the third question, the chapter is 
arranged per area and not per individual language. Accordingly he chapter is divided in the 
following paragraphs: 
Asia Minor 
Palestine and the Levantine coast  
Eastern provinces and Arabian border 
North African Coast (minus Egypt) 
Iberian Peninsula 
Gaul and the northern border 
Within the paragraphs the presentation of the data is ordered per language. Aramaic is 
the only language that was in use across over two areas, i.e. Palestine and the Levantine coast; 
Eastern provinces and Arabian border, disregarding individual inscriptions erected by 
migrants. After the parts that discuss the separate languages follows a subparagraph that 
discusses the interaction between the two languages -if that exists- and makes some remarks 
about the Latin or Greek epigraphy in that place. These subparagraphs provide overviews of 
the usage of provincial languages in the six areas that are compared in the third chapter.  
The last two questions take the analysis of the data to a higher level, since they do not 
only describe the data but try to establish connections and sketch the broader picture. Are, for 
instance, religious inscriptions or epitaphs mostly written in an indigenous language, and the 
inscriptions of government always in Greek or Latin? Are there patterns discernible in the 
connection between content and language choice? Multilingual inscriptions are interesting 
because they show the awareness that one person could employ two languages and thus that 
there was a choice between various languages. The language choice for a type of inscriptions 
tells us that language was considered appropriate for that kind of inscriptions and thereby how 
that language was regarded.    
2.1 Asia Minor 
 
In the first three centuries AD there are four languages attested on inscriptions in Asia Minor: 
Neo-Phrygian, Pisidian, Greek and Latin. Inscriptions in Neo-Phrygian and Pisidian all date 
from the first three centuries AD, as is described in Chapter 1. This paragraph provides an 
extensive analysis of the form and content of the inscriptions in the two provincial languages 
Neo-Phrygian and Pisidian. The third chapter discusses the interacting between the four 
languages in Asia Minor. 
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2.1.1 Neo-Phrygian 
 
Almost all of the 105 extant Neo-Phrygian inscriptions are funerary texts. Most of these 
funerary inscriptions are found on stone. Some inscriptions are inscribed upon rough and 
uncut stones, but most texts are on so-called door-stones steles, columns or altar-like stones. 
‘Door’-stones are steles in the form of a door with the inscription on the two side-posts or at 
the top.99 Some of the inscriptions have elaborate and well-wrought reliefs, bearing evidence 
of the importance of the grave steles (see Figure 4). These grave-steles are likely to have been 
epitaphs, grave monuments erected in public space. The few non-funerary inscriptions are 
also all large inscriptions written on some kind of stone. There are 3 inscriptions that are so 
fragmentary that it cannot be established what the content is (listed in table 5 as unknown). 
One of these inscriptions is engraved on marble. Only one inscription is found that has an 
exclusively religious content.100 Figure 5 shows the altar dedicated by a woman with a local 
name, Gēs, to Gdikē, the Phrygian Dikē. It seems unlikely that Phrygian was never used for 
religious inscriptions except for this one inscription. The fact that we have found only one 
example of this practice must partly be attributed to chance survival, although the 
overwhelming majority of our evidence shows that Phrygian was mainly used for funerary 
inscriptions. 
 
  
 
Figure 4 - Neo-Phrygian door-stone turned   Figure 5 - Neo-Phrygian altar (CINP 50) 
into a fountain (http://www.csad.ox.ac 
.uk/MAMA/Vol10/Pages/002.html) 
 
 
Looking at the relation between form and content, the strong relationship that emerges 
is that funerary inscriptions are all large stone monuments. The CINP not always lists the 
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 See M. Waelkens (1986) Die kleinasiatischen Türsteine for an extensive discussion of door-stones in Asia 
Minor.  
100
 CINP 50; In addition, one could argue that many of the funerary inscriptions also have a religious content 
since gods are evoked. These two registers often overlap. I think that in these cases it is important that the 
primary register of the inscription is funerary, and that the evocation of the gods supports this register.  
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material used for the inscriptions, but it is clear that most are written on steles or ‘door’-stones 
of an undefined type of stone. The CINP does list the material of the inscription that written 
on living rock and thereby deviate from the other inscriptions. In contrast with other 
languages there is no pottery found in Phrygian bearing the name of the deceased.101 The 
Neo-Phrygian inscriptions were large public steles and differ, in that way, from the funerary 
inscriptions written on the ossuaries or sarcophagi that where than buried and invisible to the 
public, as we see with Hebrew and Aramaic.102  
 
Number of 
inscriptions  material   
content rock/wall  stone Total 
funerary 1 100 101 
religion  1 1 
unknown  3 3 
Total 1 104        105 
 
Table 5 - Material and content in Neo-Phrygian inscriptions 
 
More than half of the 105 inscriptions contain Greek text in addition to a Neo-
Phrygian text, and some of the fragmentary texts, with just the Neo-Phrygian text remaining, 
might also have contained both languages originally. The bilingual inscriptions are usually 
built up as a Greek funerary inscription followed by a Phrygian curse. In these inscriptions the 
dedicators commemorated the deceased in Greek, but cursed the disturber of the tomb in 
Phrygian. In only one case it is the other way around and this inscription is later.103 63 of the 
inscriptions are thus ‘bilingual’ in the sense that they contain two inscriptions, relating to the 
same event, in two different languages.104  
These two texts are not translations or paraphrases of each other, but deal with the 
same subject. Adams shows that there can be different kinds of bilingual texts, and that 
bilingual inscriptions do often not contain one main text and a translation but two texts 
conveying different information to different or to the same audiences.105 The case of the 
Phrygian tombstones is a very extreme example of this practice; most often both languages do 
contain basically the same message. Etruscan funerary inscriptions do show that it is possible 
to convey different information in a different language, but usually the names of the deceased 
are preserved, at least, in Etruscan,106 and that is specifically not the case here since the 
deceased is commemorated in Greek and not in Phrygian. It is interesting that in most cases 
only the curse is in Phrygian and not the attestation of the name of the deceased. As we have 
seen in the first chapter, one could think that the curse phrase, which is to a large degree 
standardized, is a relic of a dead or forgotten language.107 However, the fact that some longer 
texts in Phrygian without Greek translation are found, containing more than just the curse-
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 See for example, Neo-Punic p. 48 and Gallic p. 52, 55. 
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 See below, p. 35 for Hebrew ossuaries and p. 42 for the Palmyrene sarcophagoi.  
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 CINP I 49. 
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 CINP 02; CINP 04; CINP 04b; CINP 05; CINP 09; CINP 10; CINP 12; CINP 14; CINP 19; CINP 20; CINP 
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 Adams, Bilingualism and the Latin Language, cf. the Palmyrene example, 249-250. 
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 Idem, 169-179. 
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 Idem, 271. 
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sentence, makes this less likely.108 Also CINP I 49, wherein the role of the two languages, 
Phrygian and Greek, is reversed, testifies against the idea that Neo-Phrygian is a dead 
language only used as a standard phrase.  
It is possible that the exact phrasing of the curse is important, and that the curse thus 
only could have been in Phrygian. The fact that in many of these curses gods are evoked, 
supports the idea that the curses might be magico-religious and that therefore the exact 
wording and sounds are important. However, we have many examples of Greek curses on 
tombstones in Asia Minor, invoking a deity as well as threatening the violator with a fine. 
These Greek inscriptions are from all Asia Minor, but especially from Phrygia in the 3rd 
century AD, showing that Greek was not deemed inappropriate for funerary curses in 
Phrygia.109 This is supported by the bilingual Neo-Phrygian-Greek inscription that contains a 
Greek curse and a Neo-Phrygian commemorative text. The question remains then why the 
two languages were used complementary on these grave stones. I think that there might not be 
one reason, but that it depends on a variety of reasons. Firstly, Neo-Phrygian might indeed be 
seen as more appropriate for the religious sphere of the curse, although it was by no means 
exclusive to the provincial languages. Secondly, the Greek text commemorating the deceased 
and the erecting of the grave stone might be inspired by Greek epigraphic habit. In addition 
the name might be written in Greek to reach a larger audience, since it is very likely that a 
Phrygian could read a name written in Greek, since they shared an alphabet. I will further 
discuss the relation between Greek epigraphic habit and Neo-Phrygian in the third chapter. 
 
2.1.2 Pisidian 
 
Pisidian, the second provincial language attested in Asia Minor in the imperial period, is like 
Neo-Phrygian, almost exclusively attested in funerary inscriptions. In table 6 the 
combinations of form and content of the 49 Pisidian inscriptions are listed. The table also 
shows that of the 49 inscriptions only 2 are not funerary inscriptions. Of these two 
inscriptions the content is unknown. 
 
Number of 
inscriptions material     
content limestone marble rock/wall stone Total 
funerary 32 1  14 47 
unknown 1  1  2 
Total 33 1 1 14             49 
Table 6 - Form and content in Pisidian inscriptions 
 
One of the inscriptions with unknown content is an inscription on living rock near Asarbası 
(Turkey).110 It is the second longest inscription that is extant in Pisidian, but unfortunately we 
are unable to read it.111 Neumann and Fuhrmann note that it is unlikely that the inscription is 
an epitaph since there is no grave found near by but do not give any interpretation of the 
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 CINP I 48. 
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 J. Strubbe (1997) ΑΡΑΙ ΕΠΙΤΥΜΒΙΟΙ, xiv-xv. 
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 Kadmos 44 (2005) nr. 1. 
111
 There even is some doubt whether the language used in this inscription is Pisidian since there are no word-
stems that can be matched with the known grave steles. Neumann and Fuhrmann support a Pisidian reading, 
mainly because the inscription is found on the bank of the same river as some of the Pisidian grave inscriptions. 
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content of the inscription.112 The other non-funerary inscription is also published by Neumann 
and Fuhrmann, but they do not venture an interpretation of the content113. 
All the epitaphs are inscribed on large stone blocks bearing carved reliefs. Most stones 
display one of more human figures sometimes with animals or tools, most likely the deceased 
and family members. The inscriptions are often consists names, although there also are other 
phrases, but these are not well understood.114 Some examples of Pisidian inscriptions are: 
Κουα Τας Στέφανος Ουρζες Μουα Στέφανου Να Ουρζες Εδα Στέφανου 
“Koua (son of) Ta, Stephanos (son of) Ourze, Moua (son of) Stephanos, Na (son or daughter 
of) Ourze, Eda (son or daughter of) Stephanos”115 
Μηνι Τίτου Τατι Τίτου Νέμεσις Μηνις 
“Mēni (son of) Titos, Tati (daughter of) Titos, Nemesis (daughter of) Mēni”116   
 
The form and content of Pisidian inscription hang together, since all funerary inscriptions are 
on the same type of material: large, carved, stone steles. The strong relationship between 
funerary content and form (large, stone steles) is the same for both the provincial languages in 
Asia Minor.  
2.2 Palestine and the Levantine coast 
 
This area is the coastal region down from Turkey to the border with Egypt. It encompasses the 
Roman provinces Palestina and Phoenicia. The northern Levantine area had been the 
homeland of the Phoenicians from the second millennium onwards; they were organized in 
city-states and did not have any central power. In the 8th century Phoenicia and Palestine 
were conquered by the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III.117 The tributary status of the Levant 
under Assyrian rule was maintained by the subsequent Neo-Babylonian and Persian 
Empires.118 In Hellenistic times Phoenicia and Palestine were subject to the Greek speaking 
Ptolemies and Seleucids.119 There was a brief period of independency in the first century BC 
in Phoenicia, largely contemporaneous with the rule of Herod in Palestine.120 By the time the 
Romans came, the ancient cultures and languages dating from the 10th century BC, 
Phoenician, Moabite, and Edomite were washed over time and again by conquest, and the 
languages had gone out of epigraphic, and maybe even every day, use. At the time of the 
Roman conquest the languages that were used in the whole Levantine area were Hebrew, 
Aramaic and Greek.  
The combination of Phoenicia with Palestine and the separation of this area from the 
Eastern provinces is largely artificial, since we have seen that Phoenicia and Palestine were 
intricately connected with the politics and culture of the eastern provinces. It is also because 
of the widespread attestation of inscriptions in Aramaic that these two regions are closely 
connected to the eastern provinces. However, despite the cultural and linguistic overlap, the 
unique character of the coastal area justifies the separation. Especially Palestine has a distinct 
cultural and socio-linguistic history that is separate from that of Syria and Babylonia. 
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2.2.1 Hebrew 
 
Table 7 shows that the use of Hebrew in inscriptions is more varied than the use of Neo-
Phrygian or Pisidian, for the range of content of attested Hebrew inscriptions is much wider. 
However, like Pisidian and Neo-Phrygian, also Hebrew is used mostly for funerary 
inscriptions. 
 
Number of inscriptions material                       
content basalt clay limestone marble mosaic ostracon pottery rock/wall stone unknown wood  
abecedarium             1         1 
economy/contract    1   1 1  1   4 
funerary    199 1 1   12 48 43 1 305 
graffiti         2    2 
honorary          1   1 
list of names       1      1 
name/ownership 1 2 1 1   12  2 2  21 
artisan's mark         2    2 
religion    1 1 2  1  8   13 
state    1      1   2 
unknown    1   1 8 1 1   12 
 1 2 204 3 3 3 23 17 62 45 1 364 
Table 7 - Form and content in Hebrew inscriptions dated to the 1st century BC until the 3rd century AD 
 
There are 305 funerary inscriptions attested, which is 82% of all Hebrew inscriptions from the 
first three centuries AD. Inscriptions only containing a name-tag come second, with 5.6% and 
religious inscriptions are third, with 3.5%. Each other category is accounted for by less than 5 
inscriptions.  
The funerary inscriptions are mostly on (lime)stone, while some are on living rock and a few 
are on very distinct materials as wood or on mosaic. The inscriptions on stone are not large 
steles, but they are for a large part (78%) ossuaries, stone boxes that contain the bones of the 
deceased (see figure 6). These ossuaries are often inscribed with just the name of the deceased 
and a patronymic.121 The ossuaries were placed in (extended) family tombs build in the rocks 
that were sealed of with large stones.122 Thus they were only visible in a private sphere of 
family members visiting the grave and not publicly displayed at the roadside. Most of these 
ossuaries are found in Jerusalem, but this is mainly due to the new publication of all 
inscriptions in Jerusalem.  
 Objects with names inscribed on them that were not found in a funerary context are the 
second largest group of extent Hebrew inscription; there are 21 inscriptions with name tags. 
They are mainly found inked on crockery, storage jars and vessels.123 These inscriptions are, 
like the funerary inscriptions, small texts (often only one name) written on movable objects. 
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 There are also many uninscribed ossuaries found in the same tombs, but I have not considered them. In some 
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The 4 inscriptions containing only a name written on large immovable objects are: a marble 
inscription built into the wall of a building,124 a dedication (?),125 a basalt inscription from 
Fik,126 and a stone inscription from Dura-Europos127 (see table 8). 
 As we have seen the two most 
common types of Hebrew inscriptions, 
funerary and name tags, are mostly small 
inscriptions on movable object in a private 
sphere. Table 8 shows the distribution of 
small and large inscriptions in the different 
types of content found for Hebrew 
inscriptions. We can see that 75% of the 
Hebrew inscriptions is small and not large 
and monumental. 
Figure 6 - Ossuary of Yehosef son of Daniel with  
Hebrew inscription, 1 cent. BC-1 cent. AD. (CIIP 95) 
 
The group of small inscriptions consists of an abecedarium inked on a pottery shard, a 
list of names, 4 economic inscriptions (one describing the cost of an ossuary) on various 
materials, and on the walls of funerary caves 2 graffiti with name tags and 2 ‘artisan’s marks 
’, letters inscribed indicating the placement of building material, in addition to the inscriptions 
on ossuaries and other name tags.  
 
Number of inscriptions size       
content large small unknown  
abecedarium   1   1 
economy/contract   4  4 
funerary 21 238 46 305 
graffiti   2  2 
honorary 1   1 
name/ownership 4 17  21 
artisan's mark   2  2 
religion 11 2  13 
state 2   2 
unknown 2 10  12 
list of names   1  1 
 41 277 46 364 
Table 8 - Size and content of Hebrew inscriptions dated to the 1st century BC until the 3rd century AD 
   
The large inscriptions that account for 12.7% of the Hebrew inscriptions vary, like the 
small inscriptions, in content. The funerary inscriptions are again the largest group. The 
second largest group consists of the religious inscriptions, 11 large and 2 small inscriptions. 
One small inscription is a limestone vessel inscribed with the word ‘sacrifice’, the other is a 
limestone ossuary inscribed with a magical sequence of letters.128 The large stone inscriptions 
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with religious content are for example an inscription from the Temple mount,129 but also 
many inscriptions on lintels, columns and mosaics from synagogues in the Palestine 
countryside.130  The material of the religious inscriptions is divers, although a majority is on 
stone. The two state inscriptions, one on stone and one on limestone, monumental but very 
fragmentary inscriptions. One inscription deals with imprisonment and the other is about 
some legislative body, but more information cannot be deducted from the fragments. A final 
large inscription is an honorary inscription.  
 There are 71 bilingual inscriptions, 62 Hebrew-Greek and 9 Hebrew-Aramaic, and 1 
trilingual inscription, Hebrew-Greek-Aramaic. Besides the 6 Hebrew-Greek boundary stones 
that we have encountered above, most bilingual inscriptions (64) are funerary inscriptions on 
ossuaries with the names written in two languages. The trilingual inscription is also a funerary 
inscription.131   
To conclude, the relation between form and content is not in all cases distinct. Most 
funerary inscriptions are stone or limestone ossuaries, and looked at it from the other side 
almost all inscriptions on limestone are funerary (this is not the case with the stone 
inscriptions). All boundary stones are made of stone, thus also implying a strong relationship 
between content and form, although the sample is quite small. For other types of content the 
connection between form and content is less clear, or the sample is too small to deduce a 
relationship. Name tags and religious inscriptions are in majority found on pottery and on 
large stone blocks respectively, but not exclusively.  
2.2.2 Aramaic inscriptions in Palestine and the Levant 
 
In addition to Hebrew, there were various Aramaic dialects in use in Palestine and on the 
Levantine coast. There are 141 inscriptions in Aramaic from the first three centuries from this 
area. From these 141 Aramaic inscriptions, 130 are funerary inscriptions from Jerusalem, 
mostly on ossuaries like the Hebrew inscriptions. 
 
Number of inscriptions material             
content limestone ostracon pottery rock/wall stone unknown  
economic     1       1 
funerary 112   2 15 1 130 
graffiti     1 1  2 
honorary      1  1 
letter   1     1 
name/ownership    3    3 
artisan's mark 1      1 
religion    1    1 
weights      1  1 
 113 1 5 3 18 1 141 
Table 9 - Aramaic inscriptions in the first three centuries AD from Palestine 
 
Table 9 shows that Aramaic is used in inscriptions for the same type of registers as Hebrew, 
and the funerary inscriptions form, once again, the largest group. Most types of content, 
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however, are attested in just 1 inscription and not much can thus be said about a relation 
between form and content for most inscriptions. Like the Hebrew inscriptions most Aramaic 
inscriptions are written on small, movable objects and not on large monumental stones. The 4 
large inscriptions are all funerary inscriptions, large stone slabs that were placed inside closed 
tombs.132  
 From the discussion above it is clear that Aramaic and Hebrew are not used 
complementary in Palestine but that the two languages show the same pattern of epigraphic 
habit. Why do Hebrew and Aramaic lack monumental inscriptions in Palestine, even in 
Jerusalem? Can we explain the use of the two provincial languages in inscriptions? The se 
question will be addressed in the third chapter, following a short discussion of the type of 
inscriptions in the imperial languages from Palestine. 
 
2.3 The Eastern provinces  
 
The area of the eastern provinces encompassed at its peak the provinces of Arabia, Iudea 
(later Palestina), Phoenicia, Syria, and Mesopotamia.133 Palestina and Phoenicia have already 
been discussed in the paragraph 2.2.1 as the heartland of Hebrew inscriptions. The Aramaic 
inscriptions in Palestina have been dealt with in paragraph 2.2.2. This paragraph presents the 
other Aramaic inscriptions. As has been discussed in paragraph 1.3 Aramaic inscriptions are 
not distributed evenly over the eastern provinces. The two most important centres of Aramaic 
inscriptions are the city of Palmyra in present day Syria and the Nabataean kingdom in the 
Sinaï and present day Jordan. These two areas account for respectively 26.5% and 66.3% of 
the total of Aramaic inscriptions which means that taken together the inscriptions from these 
two areas make up more than 90% of the Aramaic inscriptions. Why there are relatively few 
inscriptions in the other regions of the eastern provinces is still disputed. The relation between 
Greek and Aramaic in the eastern provinces since Hellenistic times is part of this dispute. In 
this paragraph I discuss the relationship between content en material in Aramaic inscriptions, 
the dated as well as the undated, and the differences between de the regions. In the third 
Chapter I will come back to the question of the uneven distribution of the inscriptions and the 
position of Greek in the eastern provinces.  
 The two regions that supply over 90% of the Aramaic inscriptions both have turn out 
to have each a distinct epigraphic habit of their own; the city of Palmyra and the Nabataean 
kingdom make very different use of inscriptions. Therefore the data from these two regions 
will be presented separately, in addition to the data concerning the total of all the Aramaic 
inscriptions (minus the inscription from the Levant). 
2.3.1 Aramaic inscriptions 
 
Aramaic is the provincial language for which we have most inscriptions. From the eastern 
provinces I have collected 4939 inscriptions of which 149 are dated from the 9th to the 1st 
century BC, 435 are dated to the first three centuries AD and 4354 are undated.  
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Number of inscriptions material               
content basalt granite limestone marble rock (wall) stone unknown  
 s(mall) l(arge) s l s l s l s l s l s l  
economy/contract              1 1 
funerary  4   5 1 3 3 41 46 106  2 211 
graffiti   1    15    16 
honorary 1 1   1  1  1  65  70 
religion  3    2 13   98  116 
state       1  4  1 6 
 1 8 1   6 1 6 31 43 46 273 4 421 
Table 10 - Material and content of Aramaic inscriptions dated to the first three centuries AD 
 
Table 10 shows a different picture of the relationship between form and content of 
Aramaic inscriptions than table 9, the dated Aramaic inscriptions from Palestina. In table 9 
123 of the 141 are funerary inscriptions on small (lime)stone ossuaries.134 All the other types 
of content and material occur just once or twice. As is discussed above, all but four of the 
Aramaic inscriptions from Palestina and the Levantine coast are small inscriptions. A 
comparison with table 10 shows that Aramaic in the eastern provinces is used very differently. 
The main difference is that in the eastern provinces Aramaic was used often for large 
inscription and that Aramaic is used for other registers than funerary. How can this difference 
be explained? Does the usage of a language in inscriptions differ in different regions because 
of the influences of other languages from that region? Has Hebrew directly influenced 
Aramaic in the usage of language in inscriptions? Or, is the epigraphic habit of a region 
shaped by other factors that influence all the languages used in that region?  
The dated Aramaic inscriptions from the eastern provinces have 6 types of content: 
economy, funerary, graffiti, honorary, religion, and state. As we have seen before, funerary 
and religion are the two largest categories. More than 50% of the inscriptions is funerary and 
more than 25% is religious. The 211 funerary inscriptions are mostly large inscriptions, made 
of limestone, marble or stone. The inscriptions from Palmyra are discussed in more detail 
below. The 44 funerary rock inscriptions are, all but 3, on large rock tombs and publicly 
visible. The three small rock/wall inscriptions are names scribbled on the wall of a tomb.135 
The religious inscriptions on basalt, marble and stone are all large inscriptions. This group 
contains many votive inscriptions from Palmyra, but also 3 votive inscriptions from Bosra, an 
important city in Syria. 
 
אדגםמ אד  
ומיח דבע יד  
ןמשעבל ןדלו רב  
ודיעש הלא 
 “This is the altar, that Taimu made, son of Waldan, for Baalshamin, god of Sa‘idu”136  
 
 The 13 religious wall inscriptions are all inscriptions from Dura-Europos and are 
names of biblical figures accompanying the wall paintings in a synagogue.137 The relationship 
between an inscription with religious content and the material on which it is written is not 
very complex. Most religious inscriptions are on an undefined kind of stone, 82%. This 
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percentage grows to 89% when marble and basalt are also counted as large stone inscriptions. 
The other 11% are wall inscriptions. 
The large number of honorary inscription in the category of dated Aramaic 
inscriptions deviates from the pattern of the types of content in all the other provincial 
languages. This is mostly due to the caravan inscriptions of Palmyra, that cover 56 of the 70 
honorary inscriptions. The other honorary inscriptions are spread over the eastern provinces; 
they are found e.g. in Admedera near Damascus,138 in Bosra,139 in Petra.140 Often these 
honorary inscriptions are statue-bases that stood along the main road of a town or on an 
important square. Honorary inscriptions are written on the same materials as the religious and 
funerary inscriptions. Most honorary inscriptions, 90%, are written on an undefined kind of 
stone.141  
The other three types of content are less often used. The single inscription on economy 
is a very fragmentary inscription and deals with the ‘picking of fruits’ by the poor on a 
specific year in the Judaic calendar.142 It is an interesting inscription, but since we have only 
one economic inscription it is hard to comment upon.143 State inscriptions are only found in 
Palmyra (4) and Petra (1).144 The Palmyrene inscriptions are interesting since 2 of them are 
from the Roman emperor and the other 2 are erected in honour of the king and queen of 
Palmyra, Odaenathi and Zenobia, in the 3rd century AD. A more extensive discussion of these 
state inscriptions can be found under the case-studies of the Palmyrene and the Nabataean 
inscriptions. The 16 graffiti inscriptions are written on rocks in the Nabataean kingdom.145 
Table 11 shows that there are many more of these graffiti inscriptions, but most of these are 
undated. The graffiti usually contain name and patronymic and often either a peace-wish ( לשם  
shlm “peace”) or a phrase of commemoration ( דכרי  dkyr “Let be remembered”).146 The 
Nabataean inscriptions will get a separate discussion at the end of the paragraph.  
                                                 
138
 CIS 2 I 161. 
139
 RES II 676. 
140
 RES II 1088, RES III 1434. 
141
 It is important to note that the correlation in all three cases cannot be reversed. If we know that a dated 
Aramaic inscription is written on stone we have no certainty of the type of content.  
142
 RES I 129. 
143
 One of the state inscriptions from Palmyra is a taxation law (CIS 2 III 3913) and could thus also be 
categorized as an economic inscription.  
144
 The inscriptions from Palmyra are: CIS 2 III 3913, CIS 2 III 3946, CIS 2 III 3947, CIS 2 III 3970; the 
inscription from Petra: CIS 2 I 354. The last state inscription (RES I 128) is of unknown provenance, but is 
written in the Nabataean alphabet.  
145
 CIS 2 I 229, CIS 2 I 230, CIS 2 I 231, CIS 2 I 272, CIS 2 I 273, CIS 2 I 274, CIS 2 I 275, CIS 2 II 2666, CIS I 
163A, CIS I 163B, CIS I 163C, CIS I 163D, CIS 2 II 1491, CIS 2 I 1325, CIS 2 I 964, CIS 2 I 963. 
146
 E.g. CIS 2 I 948 and CIS 2 I 949. 
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Number of  
inscriptions material                                   
content albast basalt bronze 
chal- 
cedon clay 
corna- 
line cristal granite 
lime- 
stone marble 
ostra- 
con pottery 
rock 
(wall) 
sand- 
stone stone tessera unknown  
economy/ 
contract 
        7           3             10 
funerary   1       10 5   64 1 705  4 790 
graffiti 1       20 1    3185 1 2  22 3232 
honorary   2       3    1  20   26 
letter            4       4 
list of names            2       2 
name/ 
ownership   1  3 1 3 1 1   1 1 1  2 50 12 77 
religion   10           3  62 23  98 
state      1          1   2 
unknown      3 1     3 1 1  11 82 7 109 
weight    1               1 
 1 14 1 3 12 4 1 21 14 5 13 2 3255 2 803 155 45 4351 
Table 11 - Material and content of undated Aramaic inscriptions 
  
Table 10 shows the relationship between material and content for the Aramaic inscriptions 
from the first three centuries AD and table 11 gives an overview for the relationship of 
material and content for all the undated Aramaic inscriptions. Many of the inscriptions in 
table 2.7 will be discussed in the case-studies of Palmyra and the Nabataean kingdom, so I 
will not discuss the data from table 11 at length. There are several registers that were not 
attested in the inscriptions from the first three centuries AD in table 10: personal letters, lists 
of names, name-tags and weights. These types of content are all attested in the undated 
Aramaic inscriptions of inscriptions (table 11). They are only attested in a very small number 
of inscriptions, with the exception of name tags, that occur 77 times in my corpus. Honorary 
and religious inscriptions occur less often in the undated inscriptions than in the dated 
inscriptions. In contrast with the dated Aramaic inscriptions and with Hebrew, Pisidian and 
Neo-Phrygian inscriptions funerary is not the register that is used most. The best represented 
register by far is rock graffiti; 74% of the undated inscriptions are rock graffiti. The relation 
between the type of content and the material used for the undated inscription does not deviate 
much from the pattern shown in table 10 for the dated inscriptions.   
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2.3.2 Case study – Palmyra 
 
The city of Palmyra lies in the desert on the caravan tracks from the East to the large Roman 
cities on the Levantine coast.147 
 
Number of inscriptions material                 
content limestone marble pottery rock/wall sandstone stone tessera unknown  
funerary 14 10   64 1 824   3 916 
honorary 3     73   76 
name/ownership    1    47 2 50 
religion   2  1  152 22  177 
state       4   4 
unknown    1    82 4 87 
 17 12 2 65 1 1053 151 9 1310 
Table 12 - Content and material in Palmyrene inscriptions 
  
Table 12 shows the form and content of all the Palmyrene inscriptions. These inscriptions are 
all dated to the first three centuries AD.148 The inscriptions from Palmyra are written in a local 
variant of the Aramaic alphabet. The epigraphic habit in Palmyra is different from the rest of 
the eastern provinces. One of the distinct features is the large number of honorific 
inscriptions. These inscriptions are written on statue bases and two-thirds of these inscriptions 
is bilingual, Greek-Aramaic.149 The 155 large stone or marble religious inscriptions are 
likewise part of the epigraphic habit in Palmyra that is characterised by the erection of many 
public, large inscriptions. The 4 state inscriptions that are already discussed above also belong 
to this group of inscriptions.150 The high number of bilingual honorary and state inscriptions 
is also typical of Palmyra.151 Greek, and in some cases Latin, was deemed appropriate for 
specific types of inscriptions as second language.  
 Contrary to the honorary and state inscription, only 3.9% of the funerary inscriptions 
is bilingual. A reason might be that the funerary inscriptions are not public inscriptions. These 
inscriptions are written on stone slabs that cover the burial loculi in a (extended) family tomb. 
Do the funerary inscriptions include less bilingual inscriptions because they are not publicly 
visible and the intended audience is a group of relatives? Although Greek and Aramaic were 
both prestige languages in Palmyra, Greek was more often used as extra language for public 
honorary and state religion than for private funerary inscriptions. 
                                                 
147
 For the history of Palmyra see e.g. G. Degeorge (2002) Palmyra. For the inscriptions of Palmyra see D.R 
Hillers and E. Cussini (1996) Palmyrene Aramaic Texts. For a study on the bilingual inscriptions of Palmyra see 
P. Retèl (2010) ‘Lees maar, er staat niet wat er staat’ (MA thesis, Leiden). 
148
 The corpus of Palmyrene inscriptions contains 3 funerary inscriptions from the last years of the first century 
BC (CIS 2 III 4109A, CIS 2 III 4109B, CIS 2 III 4112) but it is clear that the large epigraphic culture of Palmyra 
arose during the first century AD. 
149
 For an extensive discussion of the bilingual honorary inscriptions from Palmyra see Retèl ‘Lees maar, er staat 
niet wat er staat’. 
150
 CIS 2 III 3913, CIS 2 III 3946, CIS 2 III 3947, CIS 2 III 3970. 
151
 66% of the honorary and state inscriptions are bilingual Greek-Aramaic and Latin-Aramaic. Of the religious 
inscriptions only 6% are bilingual (Greek-Aramaic).  
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Figure 7 - Reconstructed Tomb of Yarhai, AD 108 (Damascus Museum) 
  
The last group of distinct Palmyrene inscriptions is the group of tesserae, small dice-like 
objects inscribed with names, blessings, and other words. There function is unclear, but the 
might have been used as amulets.    
2.3.3 Case study – the Nabataean kingdom 
 
The region that has yielded 65% of all the Aramaic inscriptions is the Nabataean kingdom. 
The Nabataean inscriptions are distributed over the Sinai desert, the capital Petra and 
periphery, and southern Syria. The region is thus much bigger than the region of Palmyrene 
inscriptions, that was limited only to the city of Palmyra. Like the Palmyrene inscriptions, 
Nabataean inscription are written down in a local variant of the Aramaic alphabet. 
  
Number of  
inscriptions material                   
content albast basalt granite limestone marble rock/wall sandstone stone unknown  
economy/contract                 1 1 
funerary   5  1 2 44  31 3 86 
graffiti 1 1 21 2  3177 1 2 22 3227 
honorary   4  1 1 1  11  18 
name/ownership   1      3 1 5 
religion   4   1 2  7  14 
state      1 1  2 1 5 
unknown       1  12 2 15 
 1 15 21 4 5 3226 1 68 30 3371 
Table 13 - Content and material in Nabataean inscriptions 
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Petra, the capital of the Nabateaen kingdom, is well known for the monumental rock 
tombs constructed in the rock walls along the main road of the city.152 These rock tombs often 
were embellished by large inscriptions describing who erected the tomb and who was buried. 
Table 13 shows, however, that the large majority of Nabataean inscriptions were not these 
monumental funerary inscriptions, but graffiti. These graffiti are short inscriptions, containing 
a name (of the inscriber) and patronymic, followed by either a phrase of commemoration, a 
blessing or an act of worship, some are 
embellished with pictures of horses or 
men. A few examples of these graffiti 
are:  
ודוע ומיק רב  םלש 
“Peace, ‘Audu, son of Qaiyamu.”153 
בטב ובלכ רב ואירב םלש 
“Peace, Borai’u, son of Kalbu, in prosperity.”154 
ונעמ רב ודוע כדרי  
“Let be remembered ‘Audu, son of Ma‘nu.”155  
את ןחכ ושירח רב ורמע םלש 
“Peace, ‘Amru, son of Harîšu, priest of Tâ.”156 
ילעאמרג םלש 
“Peace, Garmal‘ali.”157 
 
 
 
Figure 8 - Wadi Mukatteb, CIS 2 I 775-1471  
(By OndřejKučera on Google Earth) 
 
The (Nabataean-)Aramaic inscriptions are the only instance of this type of graffiti in a 
provincial language in the Roman Empire. The fact that hundreds of these inscriptions are 
found on the same spots does raise questions about the function and agency of these 
inscriptions. Who erected them and what was the expected audience of these inscriptions? Do 
we have to interpret these as having a commemorating function for deceased too poor to have 
a large rock tomb?  
These (self-)commemorating graffiti clearly have a public function, but they are very 
different from the monumental funerary inscriptions from Petra or the honorary inscriptions 
from Palmyra. The closest parallel in the ancient world for these graffiti inscriptions are the 
graffiti of the nomadic tribes from the Arabian peninsula. Thousands of these inscriptions are 
found in the Arabian desert on the border of the Roman Empire and further south. Michael 
MacDonald, who has published extensively on the graffiti in Safaitic and other Ancient South 
Arabian languages, proposes to read the nomadic rock graffiti as a pastime, a literary game 
used in a largely non-literate society.158 He writes that “writing provided the perfect pastime 
[while guarding the herds while they pasture] and both men and women among the nomads 
seized it with great enthusiasm, covering the rocks of the Syro-Arabian deserts with scores of 
                                                 
152
 J. Taylor (2002) Petra and the Lost Kingdom of the Nabataeans. J.F. Frösén and Z.T. Fiema (2002) Petra: A 
City Forgotten and Rediscovered., 44-59. 
153
 CIS 2 II 3111, transcription into the Hebrew alphabet and translation are adapted from the CIS. 
154
 CIS 2 II 2698, transcription into the Hebrew alphabet and translation are adapted from the CIS. 
155
 CIS 2 II 1571, transcription into the Hebrew alphabet and translation are adapted from the CIS. 
156
 CIS 2 II 1748, transcription into the Hebrew alphabet and translation are adapted from the CIS. 
157
 CIS 2 II 3172, transcription into the Hebrew alphabet and translation are adapted from the CIS. 
158
 M.C.A. Macdonald (2010) “Ancient Arabia & the written word” in The development of Arabic as a written 
language. (Supplement to the Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 40), ed. M.C.A. Macdonald, 7. 
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thousands of graffiti.”159 It is very feasible that these two traditions of graffiti-writing have 
influenced each other. However, I think the intended purpose of the Nabataean inscriptions 
had an important (self-)commemorative – whether honorary or funerary – aspect and were not 
only used as pastime or game. This commemorative aspect is shown by the fact that the 
phrasing of the graffiti resembles the phrasing of funerary and votive inscriptions. I think that 
these inscriptions are more an expression of the deep wish of humans to immortalize their 
name. In the next chapter I will discuss the intention behind the Nabataean graffiti inscriptions 
and their place in the linguistic landscape extensively. 
The relation between material and content is quite strong in the case of the Nabataean 
graffiti. The other types of content in table 13 do not present striking new patterns of in the 
relationship between content and material.  
2.4 North African Coast (minus Egypt) 
 
In this paragraph I will first discuss the Libyan inscriptions and then the Neo-Punic 
inscriptions, focussing on the relation between form and content. North Africa encompasses a 
very large area. The culture of the semi-nomadic desert people and the Carthaginian 
colonization of the coastal area proper unite this large area, but various distinct local cultures 
remain. Roman Tripolitania (modern day Libya) has a different history than the Carthaginian 
heartland in modern Tunisia. However, the spread of Libyan and Neo-Punic inscriptions 
shows that the North African Coast can be taken together, although specific use of 
inscriptions might depend on the local epigraphic habit and socio-linguistic background.  
 
2.4.1 Libyan inscriptions 
 
As we have seen in the first chapter Libyan inscriptions present us with two problems. Firstly 
there is a problem of dating because 97.4% of the inscriptions is not dated. The dated 
inscriptions in Libyan range from the second century BC to late antiquity, the 5th and 6th 
centuries AD. There are 14 inscriptions dated to the first three centuries AD. These 14 
inscriptions I will cover separately from the undated inscriptions. I will discuss all the undated 
inscriptions together. The uniformity of the Libyan inscriptions implies a timelessness of the 
epigraphic habit that covered several centuries. 
 The second problem is that Libyan is not yet wholly deciphered,160 we can read the 
letters but apart from some names we can not read the language. This presents a problem for 
identifying the content of the inscriptions. As we can see in table 14 only two types of content 
are specified, a list of names and funerary inscriptions. The list of names has been recognised 
by translating, but the funerary inscriptions are categorized on the basis of their find spots, 
ancient cemeteries or burial places.  
 
                                                 
159
 Macdonald, “Ancient Arabia & the written word”, 15-16.  
160
 Josefine Quinn remarked in personal conversation that to her knowledge Libyan can to a large extent be read, 
but I have not been able to find any publication in which the Libyan inscription from the RIL are translated.  
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Figure 9 - RIL 121: content unknown   Figure 10 - RIL 162: funerary Figure 11 - RIL 140 
 
Some inscriptions that are listed as unknown content resemble the funerary 
inscriptions to a great extent (see Figure 9 and 10). I think that many (or even all) of the 
inscriptions written on (lime-, sand)stone that are listed as unknown are also funerary 
inscriptions. This is not certain and it might be that some of the inscriptions are votive rather 
than funerary. Some of the steles bear reliefs of figures offering on an altar-like object (figure 
11) or figures with palm branches or accompanied by an animal. 
 
Number of inscriptions material                 
content limestone marble pottery rock/wall sandstone schist stone tufa  
funerary 37     2 202 1 393   635 
list of names        1  1 
unknown 32 3 1 13 110 2 373 1 535 
 69 3 1 15 312 3 767 1 1171 
Table 14 - Form and content of the undated Libyan inscriptions 
 
In table 14 the form and content of the undated Libyan inscriptions are presented. The list of 
names is found in Dougga and probably is a list of builders inscribed on stone.161 It is clear 
from the table that most funerary steles are made of different types of stone, especially 
sandstone and undefined stone types. These steles look like figures 9, 10 and 11, and are 
sometimes found together in ancient cemeteries, but also solitary or out of context. The 2 
funerary inscriptions on rock fit in this category as well.162 One funerary inscription is written 
on schist, but this resembles the stone steles in form.163  
 Of the inscriptions with unknown content there are many stone steles resembling the 
funerary steles, in form and layout of the inscription. However, not all Libyan inscription are 
stone steles. In three places in Algeria, Bouchene, Bordj el Ksar and Henchir Tagza, there are 
monoliths of more than two metres in height discovered bearing inscriptions and sometimes 
embellished with reliefs.164 Nine of these menhirs have been found, but it is unclear what their 
                                                 
161
 RIL 7 
162
 RIL 207; RIL 448 
163
 RIL 648 
164
 RIL 817; RIL 808; RIL 809; RIL 810; RIL 812; RIL 814; RIL 818; RIL 819 
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function was. Were these commemorative memorials for important members of society? Or 
were they honorary inscriptions erected for the honorand during his lifetime? Many of the 
inscriptions on rock resemble the steles, but they are on rough, uncut stone. One of the rock 
inscriptions is very interesting; it is a cave the rocks inscribed with many inscriptions in 
red.165 It is very different from all other inscriptions in the RIL, but resembles later Berber 
inscriptions from North Africa. I presume thus that the inscriptions are later than the other 
inscriptions from the database.166 The last inscription I want to single out is the inscription on 
pottery, the only Libyan inscription on a movable object. This is definitely one of the most 
interesting finds in the Libyan epigraphy and it is tantalizing that only one inscription like this 
has been found. Writing on pottery indicates a very different sphere of writing than public 
(funerary) steles. Unfortunately we do not know the message on this pottery fragment.  
 
Number of inscriptions material       
content rock/wall sandstone stone  
funerary   2 1 3 
graffiti 11   11 
 11 2 1 14 
Table 15 - Form and content of the Libyan inscriptions dated to the first three centuries AD 
 
The 14 dated inscriptions show a slightly different picture (see table 15). The most 
frequent type of content is graffiti.167 The 11 graffiti inscriptions date from the 3rd century AD 
and are all found in Bu Njem168 (anc. Gholaia), a Roman fort along the limes in Roman 
Tripolitania. The graffiti are inscribed on the walls of the rooms of the fort. Besides Libyan 
inscriptions also Latin inscriptions are found on the walls.169 The three other dated 
inscriptions are all bilingual Latin-Libyan funerary steles. RIL 146 is a funerary stele for the 
veteran soldier C. Iulius G(a)etulus/Kat‘a (son of) Maswalat from the 1st century AD; RIL 882 
is an inscription from l’Anjra in Morocco from the 3rd century AD commemorating Tacneidir 
Securus from the Masaisulis.170 The third dated stele, RIL 870, is also a funerary stele from 
the 1st century, but bears multiple inscriptions made at different moments that cannot all be 
dated confidently. These three inscriptions are dated paleographically, not by internal dating 
of the inscription itself.  
  In addition to these 3 dated bilingual inscriptions, there are 21 undated Latin-
Libyan171 inscriptions and 8 Punic-Libyan172. In total the bilingual inscriptions are 2.7% of the 
total of Libyan inscriptions. This is quite a small percentage of the inscriptions. Their 
existence is nonetheless very interesting, because these inscriptions show, by using Punic as 
                                                 
165
 RIL 848. Chabot lists it in the RIL as a single entry, although there are numerous individual inscriptions. 
166
 Unfortunately I have not been able to consult the editio princeps (Boulifa, Revue archéologique, 1909, p. 
411) to verify my hypothesis. 
167
 The inscriptions are published by Rebuffat “Graffiti en ‘Libyque de Bu Njem’”, 165. The Bu Njem graffiti 
are written in a slightly different alphabet and they are written horizontal, which is quite rare for Libyan 
inscriptions. Rebuffat has listed the three ‘Libyan alphabets’ on page 182. 
168
 The Roman fort was being built in AD 201, was visibly in use between AD 256 and AD 260 (attested by a 
dated graffito) and was deserted at the end of the 3rd, beginning of the 4th century. The fort was surrounded by a 
village, where also some graffiti are found.  
169
 Nine inscriptions were written on the north wall of the so-called Bâtiment aux Niches. This building stood in 
the village that surrounded the Roman fort. On the southern wall we have Latin graffiti and some images. 
170
 See on this inscription also Galand “Inscriptions Libyques”, 1, (p.) 37-40. 
171
 RIL 844, RIL 252, RIL 211, RIL 85, RIL 511, RIL 665, RIL 145, RIL 147, RIL 150, RIL 151, RIL 182, RIL 
193, RIL 880, RIL 56, RIL 288, RIL 289, RIL 906, RIL 908, Inscription Libyques 2, Inscription Libyques 3, 
Inscription Libyques 4. 
172
 Jongeling (2008) Ain el-Kebch N 1, Jongeling (2008) Constantine N 26, Jongeling (2008) Guelma N 40, 
Jongeling (2008) Taglit N 1, Jongeling (2008) Teboursouk N 2, RIL 657, RIL 72, RIL 31. 
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well as Latin as second language, the awareness of a choice to be made between the three 
languages. The use of bilingual inscriptions is not geographically limited to one city or region 
but found in various regions in modern Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. The idea to erect a 
bilingual inscription in Libyan and one of the other two languages is thus not tied to one 
region or cluster of inscriptions.173 Firstly, why did a small number people choose to erect an 
inscription in Libyan and in Punic or Latin? Can we assume that the persons erecting a 
bilingual inscription considered themselves to be bilingual (to a certain level)? And does this 
practice also imply that people erecting a monolingual inscription consciously choose to not 
include Latin or Punic? Adams touches upon these questions in his comprehensive work on 
bilingual inscriptions in the Roman Empire, but he only dedicates 2 pages to Libyan bilingual 
inscriptions and does not discuss these inscriptions at length.174 Although the question cannot 
be fully answered in this thesis, I think that further research into the meaning of these 
inscriptions might enhance our knowledge of the linguistic situation in North Africa. 
 To conclude the discussion of the Libyan inscriptions we can say that a relation 
between form and content can be established for Libyan inscriptions. Most funerary 
inscriptions are on large (sand)stone steles. How this epigraphic habit fits into the broader 
picture of the epigraphic traditions in the North Afric Coast will be further explored in the 
third chapter. 
2.4.2 Neo-Punic inscriptions 
 
My database contains about 800 Neo-Punic inscriptions from the whole of North Africa. 
There are 751 undated inscriptions, and 48 inscriptions dated to the first three centuries AD.  
As we have seen in the first chapter the undated inscriptions all dated form 146 BC to the 4th 
century AD. In contrast to Libyan, Neo-Punic has been used for many different types of 
inscriptions. In table 16 the types of content are set out against the material used for the 
inscriptions. Unfortunately the most recent and comprehensive edition of Neo-Punic 
inscriptions, Jongeling (2008), does often omit the kind of material an inscription is written 
on. Since most of the religious and funerary inscriptions are very similar I have listed all 
funerary and religious inscriptions as lapidary steles.  
Andrew Wilson and Josephine Quinn have written on the epigraphic habit in Roman 
Tripolitania and Lepcis Magna.175 Both stress the revival of epigraphy in Lepcis Magna 
during the Roman imperial period, especially in large official building inscriptions on temples 
and other public buildings. I have listed the inscriptions that Quinn and Wilson call ‘building’ 
inscriptions as honorary inscriptions. The inscriptions were indeed placed on a building, but 
the most important message of the inscription was to honour the patron builder of the 
building. The Neo-Punic honorary inscriptions are thus different from Palmyrene honorary 
inscriptions, which were almost all attached to statue bases. In the third chapter the local 
epigraphic habit of the different areas of North Africa and their influence upon the choice for 
a type of inscription and a certain level will be further explored.   
 
 
 
                                                 
173
 Latin is mostly used for bilingual inscriptions with Libyan, which might be seen as a reflection of the higher 
status of Latin as an imperial language, but the numbers of inscriptions are too small to draw a firm conclusion. 
It would be very interesting to know whether one could also erect a trilingual inscription, but no such inscription 
has been found. 
174
 Adams, Bilingualism and the Latin Language, 245-247.  
175
 Wilson, “Neo-Punic and Latin in the epigraphic landscape of Roman North Africa”; Quinn, “Re-inventing 
Lepcis”. 
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Number of  
inscriptions material                         
content bronze 
gem- 
stone 
lime- 
stone marble pottery 
rock 
(wall) 
sand- 
stone schist stone travertine tufa unknown Total 
economy/ 
contract         1       2     2 5 
funerary    44  16 4   148   5 217 
graffiti      1 11       12 
honorary    6  1    9    16 
list of names              1 1 
name/ 
ownership 1 1  1 30    19 1  23 76 
potter’s mark    1  27        28 
religion    7  6    270  1 1 285 
state          1    1 
unknown    1  40 2 2 1 30   34 110 
Total 1 1 59 1 122 17 2 1 479 1 1 66 751 
Table 16 - Content and material in undated Neo-Punic inscriptions 
 
More than 60% of the Neo-Punic inscriptions are either religious or funerary. The large 
number of funerary inscriptions shows that Neo-Punic and Libyan were not used 
complementary, but were both used for funerary inscriptions. The religious inscriptions are 
mostly large (lime-)stone inscriptions, steles or monuments. The 6 religious inscriptions on 
pottery are libation bowl or jugs, dedicated as votive gifts.176 One might be interpreted as a 
‘macigal’ potshard with a picture of an erect penis, but the precise meaning of the shard is 
unclear. The stone votive steles are are mostlty dedicated to Tanit or Baal and contain 
standard phrasing:  
 
ndr ’š ndr “votive offering which vowed [name of dedicant]” 
šm‘ ql’ brk’ “he heard his voice, blessed him”177 
 
In addition the steles contain the name and patronymic of the dedicant.  
The (lime)stone funerary steles are similar short texts with formulaic phrasing, i.e. 
“This stone was erected for” and “he/she lived … years”.178 88% of the funerary inscriptions 
are made of limestone or stone. The other two materials used for funerary inscriptions are 
pottery and tomb walls. The inscriptions on pottery are all name tags on funerary urns.179 The 
4 inscriptions on the tomb walls are name tags inscribed or painted upon the wall of a tomb; 
one of the inscriptions is quite long, but is unfortunately unreadable.180    
Non-funerary name tags make up 10% of the total of undated Neo-Punic inscriptions 
and are inscribed on a variety of materials. As we have seen for other languages a majority of 
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 Jongeling (2008) Sabratha N 16; Jongeling (2008) Sabratha N 17; Jongeling (2008) Malta N 15; Jongeling 
(2008) Malta N 16; Jongeling (2008) Malta N 22; Jongeling (2008) Sicily OU N 1. 
177
 E.g. Jongeling (2008) Hr. Maktar N 128; Jongeling (2008) Hr. Maktar N 129; Jongeling (2008) Hr. Maktar N 
130; Jongeling (2008) Hr. Maktar N 131; Jongeling (2008) Constantine N 5; Jongeling (2008) Constantine N 6; 
Jongeling (2008) Constantine N 7; Jongeling (2008) Constantine N 8.  
178
 E.g. Jongeling (2008) Hr. Maktar N 133; Jongeling (2008) Hr. Meded N 1; Jongeling (2008) Hr. Meded N 2; 
RES 169; RES 170; RES 171; RES 172.  
179
 Jongeling (2008) Sabratha N 31; Jongeling (2008) Sousse N 25; Jongeling (2008) Sousse N 26; Jongeling 
(2008) Sousse N 27; Jongeling (2008) Tunisia OU N 19; Jongeling (2008) Tunisia OU N 20; RES II 937 
RES II 944; RES II 945; RES II 946; RES II 947A; RES II 949; RES II 950D; RES II 951; RES II 952; RES II 
953. 
180
 Jongeling (2008) Sabratha N 18; Jongeling (2008) Sabratha N 19; Jongeling (2008) Malta N 1; Jongeling 
(2008) Tripoli N 7 is the long inscription.  
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the names is found on pottery. The artisan’s marks , a type of inscriptions that is often very 
similar to name-tags, are also in majority found on pottery. They are distinct from name tags 
on pottery because artisan’s marks  are applied before baking, while name tags indicating 
ownership are incised after baking.  
 
Number of Inscriptions material           
content chalk limestone marble pottery stone  Total 
economy/contract       1   1 
funerary   3    3 
honorary 1 9   1 11 
artisan’s marks      27  27 
religion   2 1   3 
state   2 1   3 
Total 1 16 2 28 1 48 
Table 17 - Content and material of dated Neo-Punic inscriptions 
 
The honorary inscriptions make up 2% on the undated inscriptions, but 22% of the 
dated inscriptions (see table 17). As we have seen Wilson and Quinn have argued that the 
honorary (building) inscriptions are a special category in Neo-Punic epigraphy. To get a better 
overview of the material I will discuss the dated and undated honorary inscriptions together 
(see table 18). 
 
Honorary inscriptions material     
provenance chalk limestone pottery stone Total 
Lepcis Magna (Libya)  14  1 15 
Henchir-Alaouin (Tunisia)    1 1 
Sabratha (Libya)  1          1 
El-Djem (Thysdrus)   1         1  
Djebel Mansour (Gales) (Tunisia)    1 1 
Henchir Kasbat (Thuburbo Majus) (Tunisia)    1 1 
Henchir Maktar (Tunisia)     4 4 
S. Antioco (Sardinia)           1        1 
Chia (Sardinia) 1           1 
Total 1             15          1         9      26 
Table 18 - Provenance and material of Neo-Punic honorary inscriptions 
 
The preferred form of honorary inscriptions was large stone or limestone inscriptions; 
only 2 inscriptions are not on (lime)stone. These inscriptions are a large terracotta statue from 
El-Djem with an inscribed name and a large chalk plaque from Sardiania with a long 
inscription.181 More than half of the honorary inscriptions are found in Lepcis Magna, the 
largest city of Roman Tripolitania. These inscriptions show an extensive building program by 
the local elite in Lepcis Magna in the first century AD. For example, Annobal son of 
Himilcho Tapapius Rufus built a new market and a new theatre in Lepcis and erected Latin 
and Punic inscriptions to commemorate the fact. The market inscriptions, in Punic and Latin, 
begin by invoking Augustus and his magistracies, list the serving priests of Augustus, thereby 
showing that there was already an imperial cult at Lepcis by this date, and commemorate the 
dedication by Annobal.182 There are 5 theatre inscriptions, naming the same Annobal as 
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 RES II 941 and Jongeling (2008) Chia N 1. 
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builder of the theatre in AD 1/2; the 3 Latin inscriptions are longer and contain more 
information, such as the imperial dating;183 the 2 Punic inscriptions are identical. 
 
 
Figure 12 - Neo-Punic honorary inscriptions IRT 321/IPT 24  
(from http://irt.kcl.ac.uk/irt2009/IRT321.html) 
 
Imp(eratore) Caesare Diui f(ilio) Aug(usto) pont(ifice) max(imo) tr(ibunicia) pot(estate) XXIV 
co(n)s(ule) XIII patre patr(iae) Annobal Rufus ornator patriae amator concordiae flamen sufes 
praef(ectus) sacr(orum) Himilchonis Tapapi f(ilius) d(e) s(ua) p(ecunia) fac(iendum) coer(auit) 
idemq(ue) dedicauit 
hnbcl myšql ’rs mhb dct htmt zbh špt ’dr 
c
zrm bn hmlkt tbhpy bt’rm btm pcl w’ygdš. 
 
When Emperor Caesar Augustus, son of the deified (Caesar), chief priest, (was) holding tribunician 
power for the twenty-fourth time, consul for the thirteenth, father of the country, Annobal Rufus, 
adorner of his country, lover of concord, flamen (local priest), sufete, in charged of sacred things, son of 
Himilcho Tapapius, saw to the construction at his own expense and also dedicated it.184 
Annobal, who adorns his country, who love the complete knowledge, sacrificer, suffete, lord of the 
czrm-offering, the son of Imilco Tapafi Rufus, made it in according to plan at his own expense and 
consecrated it.185 
 
In addition to these very elaborate honorary inscriptions in Lepcis, that are bilingual with 
complete imperial titular, there are also simple honorary inscriptions that say: “Laelianus has 
made it at his own expense”186. A special example is a trilingual inscription, Punic-Latin-
Greek, in honour of a doctor, Bodelqart Mekrathus Clodius.187  
In my corpus of 799 Neo-Punic inscriptions, dated and undated, 4.6% is multilingual. 
Most multilingual inscriptions are bilingual Punic-Latin (27), but there are also 8 Punic-
Libyan bilinguals (see above), that are already discussed above. There are 5 trilingual 
inscriptions, all Punic-Latin-Greek, one of which is the honorary inscriptions erected for 
Bodelqart Mekrathus Clodius. The 8 Punic-Libyan bilingual are all either funerary or are to 
fragmentary to determine their content. 
To conclude this parapgraph, Neo-Punic is used differently in inscriptions than 
Libyan, but the epigraphical habits of the two languages are not complementary, Neo-Punic is 
also used for funerary inscriptions. People thus could choose which language when they 
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wanted to used if the erected an inscription. This is also shown by the multilingual 
inscriptions.  
 
 
2.5 Iberian peninsula 
 
The only inscriptions from the Imperial Roman period on the Iberian peninsula in an 
provincial language are the 5 Lusitanian inscriptions. The inscriptions are not dated internally 
but are usually thought to date to the 2nd century AD.188 The only other language attested in 
inscriptions in Lusitania in the first three centuries AD is Latin, the imperial language.  
The five Lusitanian inscriptions are all large and “monumental” inscriptions, three on 
stone and two rock inscriptions. Because the inscriptions cannot be confidently translated, the 
precise content is not known but all five inscriptions are religious texts.189 Two of the texts 
have been found in a temple complex and contain the name of a local goddess.190 The two 
rock inscriptions are found together with Celtiberian pilgrimage inscriptions on the top of a 
local holy mountain.191  
 
Number of 
inscriptions material   
content rock/wall stone Total 
religion 2 3 5 
Table 19 - Form and content in Lusitanian inscriptions 
 
The number of inscriptions is so small that hardly any argument can be supported by 
it, but the extant inscriptions indicate the importance of religion and local identity, here 
expressed with the help of a local language. Two of the inscriptions are partly bilingual: 
Lusitanian-Latin.192 These two bilingual inscriptions do not do not express the same message 
in the two different languages, but they start with a Latin phrase that introduces the Lusitanian 
text. 
Rufinus et Tiro scripserunt   “Rufinus and Tiro have written”193 
Ambatus scripsi    “I, Ambatus, have written”194 
  
They present interesting questions about agency.195 Who wrote these inscriptions? Do the 
Lusitanian inscriptions represent a focus on local identity and a denial of a Roman identity or 
an assimilation process of the local elite to Roman cultural traits? I will discuss these 
questions in the third chapter. 
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2.6 Gaul and the northern border 
  
In Gaul we have in the first three centuries AD only one provincial languages attested, Gallic. 
There are inscriptions in Iberian found on the Gallic side of the Pyrenees but they all date to 
the centuries BC.196 It is however likely that Iberian was used and spoken in the south-western 
part of Gaul into the first centuries AD. On the northern borders Germanic languages were 
spoken, but they have not been attested either. Because of the foundation of Greek trading 
cities as Massillia (Marseille) in the 7th century BC there was some familiarity with and use of 
Greek in southern Gaul, as is shown by the use of the Greek script to write Gallic. There are 
about two or three hundred Greek inscriptions found in Gaul, but I will not discuss these 
inscriptions in detail.197 Most inscriptions, approaching the 10.000, from Gaul are in Latin.198 
But Greg Woolf rightly questions whether all Latin inscriptions were set up to assert Roman 
identity.199  
Of the 639 Gallic inscriptions that I have collected, 288 are dated within the first three 
centuries AD. In this paragraph the form and content of these 288 dated inscriptions and the 
218 undated inscriptions will be discussed separately. Table 20 shows the occurrences of 
form/material and content in the Gallic inscriptions dated to the first three centuries. 
 
Number of 
inscriptions material              
content bronze glass gold granite lead 
lime- 
stone pottery 
rock 
(wall) 
sand- 
stone schist stone tile 
volcanic 
rock Total 
calendar 2             2 
economy/ 
contract       54     2  56 
funerary     1 1 1  1     4 
graffiti        2      2 
honorary         1     1 
jokes/ 
affection  1     1   1    3 
list of names       1       1 
name/ 
ownership      1 42       43 
artisan's mark  1    1 104    1   107 
religion 2  1 1 8 9 9 1 2  1 1 1 36 
unknown       32     1  33 
Total 4 2 1 1 9 12 244 3 4 1 2 4 1 288 
Table 20 - Form and content in Gallic inscriptions dated to the first three centuries AD 
 
As can be seen in table 20, the vast majority of the inscriptions, 244 out of 288, is inscribed 
on pottery (vases, crockery, pottery shards). These inscriptions consist mainly of production 
lists (54), inscribed names (42), and artisan’s marks  (104). Other inscriptions on pottery are 
funerary (1), religious (9), consists of a list of names (1) or of a personal message (1).  
The production lists are mostly found in the large production centre of Samian ware in 
Le Graufesenque.200 The lists contain the names of potters and the number of wares and the 
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 53 
kiln in which the wares were baked. An interesting point about these lists is that some of them 
are written in Latin and others in Gallic, while being otherwise similar.201 From this we can 
see that “economic” inscriptions were not solely composed in Gallic, but that Latin could be 
used as well. On the other hand, it shows that in an international production centre that was 
founded by Italian experts in the production of Samian ware, not only Latin was used but also 
the local language of the area. The same conclusion can be drawn from the large number of 
artisan’s marks or artisan’s signatures that rendered the Italian phrase so-and-so fecit into 
Gallic. Some of the inscribed names might also belong to the artisan’s signature, while others 
might be best seen as funerary inscriptions, if they were meant as grave gifts. The personal 
message that one of the inscriptions contains, is one of the texts inscribed on a loom weight. 
This example will be taken together with the other ‘loom weight inscriptions’ that are written 
on other materials.  
Besides pottery Gallic inscriptions are written on various kinds of stone (granite, 
limestone, sandstone, schist, stone and volcanic rock).202 Taken together these stones count 
for 21 inscriptions (a bit less than 10%). As we have seen inscriptions on stone are often on 
steles; they are large (i.e. immobile) and placed in a public place, meant to be read by as many 
people as possible - contrary to the production lists of Le Graufenseque that were meant for a 
very specific group of people and can not be considered ‘public’ inscriptions-. This small 
number of stone inscriptions is notable and I will come back to a possible explanation for this 
lack of large, public stone inscriptions. It is also notable that marble is not used for 
inscriptions in Gallic.  
Another interesting group of materials are the inscriptions on (precious) metal. There 
are 4 inscriptions on bronze (3 large and 1 small), 1 on gold (small) and 9 on lead (small). The 
3 large bronze inscriptions203 can be seen as a more luxurious variant of the public, stone 
steles. Two of these large bronze inscriptions are calendars and have a marked public 
function, either religious or from the state. Contrary, the golden and leaden inscriptions are 
written on small tablets and probably never meant to be read. These inscriptions are 
defixiones, or curse tablets, and they are usually folded and deposited as part of the ritual of 
the ‘curse’. In this light it is interesting that one of the two tri-lingual texts that found in Gaul 
is such a golden religious tablet.204 The multilinguality in this case was not used to reach as 
many audiences as possible, because the tablet was folded. The inscriber must have had other 
reasons to write in three languages. If we look at the content of the inscriptions it becomes 
clear that religious inscriptions are most varied in form. On almost all materials religious 
inscriptions can be found, e.g. defixiones on lead and zinc,205 a limestone votive stele with a 
depiction of feet,206 a tile with the name of a god.207 The broad use of religion in Gallic 
inscriptions shows a strong link between the use of Gallic on inscriptions and the religious 
register. One nees to keep in mind that also many Latin religious inscriptions have beemn 
found in Gaul. 
 The largest group of inscriptions has an economic content, the production lists that are 
described above and the potter’s or artisan’s marks. These marks are inscribed by the 
producers of ceramics, bricks or statuettes. This use of inscriptions for economic purposes is 
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fairly unique for Gallic, especially since they are not inscriptions with state imposed 
regulations for the economy but signs of the private production of artefacts.208 Missing in this 
picture are the economic contracts about production, land ownership and trade, as we have 
found in Egypt, Palestine and England.209 These contracts are usually not inscribed but found 
on papyri, parchment or wax tablets and thus they are lost in most regions of the Roman 
Empire.  
The small number of funerary inscriptions is noteworthy. As we have seen above, is in 
many provincial languages the category of funerary inscriptions is one of the largest. In Gallic 
only 4 inscriptions are funerary inscriptions. The table of undated inscriptions in Gallic shows 
a slightly different picture (table 21), since 10% of all the undated inscriptions is funerary 
opposed to 1.4% of the inscriptions dated to the first three centuries AD. 10% is however still 
a small number in comparison with other provincial languages such as Hebrew, Neo-Phrygian 
and Libyan. The reason might be that Gallic was used more for small inscriptions and Latin 
for large public inscriptions and the next chapter discusses this point further. 
Another category that I would like to draw your attention to is the group of loom 
weights with personal or witty inscriptions on them. They are listed in table 2.1 and 2.2 as 
personal messages, 3 dated inscriptions and 10 undated ones.210 Examples of these loom 
weight inscriptions are:  
 
TIONOVIMPIx|MORVCINx  = divine (?) siren, from the sea211 
NATA VIMPI | CVRMI DA  = beautiful girl, give (me) beer212 
MONI GNATHA GABI | BVDDVTTON IMON = come, my girl, take my lid213  
 
 
Figure 13 - Gallic loom weight RIG L 112 (http://www.asnc.cam.ac.uk/spokenword/g_autun_sens.php) 
 
This group of inscriptions is unique although there are more inscriptions on artefacts that 
contain a witty comment or are self-referential. We can only guess at the use of these 
inscribed artefacts, but it is clear that they were used in the private sphere. Similar inscriptions 
are also found in Latin in e.g Autun, Löwenbrücken by the Trêves, Suin (Saône-et-Loire).214 
Of course 3 or even 13 inscriptions are not much evidence upon which to built an argument, 
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but the inscriptions are found in six different areas in Gaul and that does imply that it was not 
only a very local tradition.  
 
Table 21 - Form and content in the undated Gallic inscriptions 
 
To conclude this discussion about the form and content of Gallic inscriptions I will establish 
possible relationships between the form and the content.  As could be seen before, the stone 
inscriptions215 are almost exclusively used for religious, funerary and honorary inscriptions. 
Reversely, all funerary and the honorary inscriptions are on stone, but for the religious 
inscriptions almost all materials are used. This fact points to a widespread use of inscriptions 
for religious purposes, since religious inscriptions are not confined to one fixed type of 
material but are inscribed in many different ways on different materials. 
 We can also see a connection between the economic inscriptions - production lists and 
artisan’s marks - and the use of pottery as material. This is partly explained because pottery 
was the ware that was produced, and thus stamped, and because it was cheap and available for 
the production lists. As material pottery, however, is not only used for economic reasons, but 
also to denote ownership, especially on crockery, and even for religious, funerary and 
personal inscriptions. Metals were clearly used for religious purposes, besides for the use of 
lead in a funerary context and that might have religious connotation as well. The two 
exceptions are the two large bronze calendars, which can be seen as religious or even state 
inscriptions, and function more or less as large stone inscriptions. From table 21 it is clear that 
these relationships between form and content of Gallic inscriptions are not all explaining and 
can at best be tentative.   
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 i.e. (lime- or sand-)stone, granite and volcanic rock.  
Number of  
inscriptions material                   
content brick bronze gold lead 
lime- 
stone marble 
mo- 
lasse 
pot- 
tery  
rock 
(wall) 
sand- 
stone schist 
serpent- 
ine silver stone 
tes- 
sera tile  zinc 
un 
known Total    
economy/ 
contract        1        1   2 
funerary     11 1 5 1      4    1 23 
graffiti         2          2 
honorary     2              2 
jokes/ 
affection        1   7 1      1 10 
name/ 
ownership 1 6 1  1   77 2     2 1    91 
potter's  
mark 1       39           40 
religion  2  2 9        1 6  1 1 1 23 
unknown 1   4 5  3 7  1      3  1 25 
Total 3 8 1 6 28 1 8 126        4        1        7            1        1      12     1   5 1 4 218 
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Chapter 3 
 
The third chapter is a discussion of the socio-linguistic situation in various areas of the Roman 
Empire and an analysis of the conclusions on the connection between form/content of the 
inscription on a higher geographical level. The most important question of the third chapter is: 
can one discern and explain patterns in the choice of a certain language for certain inscriptions 
in the different areas of the Roman Empire? In this chapter is discussed why a language 
would be used only for specific types of inscriptions. Because of the different histories and 
socio-linguistic backgrounds of the regions in the Roman Empire, the specific questions that 
need to be answered differ for each region. The questions that are discussed in the third 
chapter include: Did the different languages complement each other in an area? Do languages 
in some regions get specialised or do they remain in ubiquitous use? Can we explain 
differences between the areas? The division in regions is the same as in the second chapter.    
3.1 Asia Minor 
 
As we have seen in the second chapter Pisidian and Neo-Phrygian are used for similar 
registers in inscriptions. Both languages are written on large steles, from various types of 
stone, and often embellished with reliefs. These steles, all epitaphs, are public monuments. 
Form and content are closely related for both languages. Since Pisidian and Neo-Phrygian are 
used for 96% for funerary inscriptions one can argue that in these cases, form, content and 
language are related. The two provincial languages from Asia Minor were clearly preferred in 
one register of epigraphy: epitaphs. Almost all the Neo-Phrygian and Pisidian inscriptions are 
funerary inscriptions on large stone steles. The small number of inscriptions, however, casts 
doubt on whether all funerary inscriptions from the area of the Neo-Phrygian and Pisidian 
inscription were in a provincial language.  It seems more likely that there was the choice to 
write one’s epitaph in a provincial language or in an imperial language and that individuals 
made different choices depending upon matters of status, self-representation and identity. To 
reverse the statement “all Neo-Phrygian and Pisidian inscriptions are funerary” into “all 
funerary inscriptions (from the areas were Neo-Phrygian and Pisidian inscriptions have been 
found) are Neo-Phrygian or Pisidian”, the Greek and Latin inscriptions need to be included in 
the overview.  
 There are several inscriptions corpora dedicated to Greek inscriptions in Asia Minor, 
e.g. the Inschriften griechischer Städte aus Kleinasien comprising more than 67 volumes and 
more than 100 inscriptions per volume, Monumenta Asiae Minoris Antiqua, in 8 volumes with 
about 500 inscriptions per volume and the Titula Asiae Minoris, in only 3 volumes and 1200 
inscriptions per volume. This totals about 15,000 inscriptions from Asia Minor and these titles 
are only examples of large corpora dedicated solely to Asia Minor. Inscriptions from Asia 
Minor are also published in the IG or the CIG, or in monographs and journal articles. Because 
of the large amount of Greek (and Latin) inscriptions, it falls beyond the scope of this thesis to 
include these inscriptions as extensively as the provincial languages. Thus, I can only make 
some general remarks of the situation of Greek and Latin epigraphy in Asia Minor, by means 
of case-studies. Termessos, a city in southern Pisidian, is an example of the large number of 
Greek inscriptions in Asia Minor. There are more than 944 Greek inscriptions extant from that 
city.216 The large number of inscriptions in Greek is noteworthy, since there are only about 
150 inscriptions in a provincial language in Asia Minor in total. Many Greek inscriptions in 
Termessos start with the official titles of the Emperor and others deal with the decisions of the 
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demos (people) and the boule (council). The majority of the Greek inscriptions are about state 
business, and not funerary inscriptions, as the Pisidian inscriptions are. The fact that the 
imperial language was not used for funerary inscriptions in Termessos might imply that this 
registers was solely reserved for the provincial language. Unfortunately, although Termessos 
is a city in Pisidia, there are no Pisidian inscriptions attested from Termessos.  
To make a specific comparison between the use of the imperial languages and the 
provincial languages I have taken two towns where both Greek inscriptions and inscriptions in 
the provincial languages are found, as example. Selge is a city in the high valley of the 
Eurimedon, at the western extremity of the Taurus chain.217 It was founded by Lakedaimonian 
colonists and the city managed to retain independency from the Persian kings. The theatre of 
Selge was rebuilt in the 3rd century AD, which points to civil activity at that time.218 In Selge 
2 Pisidian inscriptions have been found and 84 Greek inscriptions.219 The 2 Pisidian 
inscriptions are both funerary; the content of the Greek inscriptions includes state matters, 
honorary inscriptions, religious and funerary inscriptions. Thus, in Selge the imperial 
language Greek, and the provincial language, Pisidian, are not complementary, they are both 
used for funerary inscriptions.  
 Synnada (modern Şuhut and Inlı) is a city in Phrygia. Synnada was a rest place on the 
so-called Royal Road and later the Eastern Highway. The city was an administrative centre 
and the capital of a conventus iuridicus in the province of Asia.220 There are 2 Neo-Phrygian 
inscriptions attested, 2 Latin-Greek bilinguals, and 5 Greek door-stones attested in Synnada, 
but this might not be an exhaustive list.221 All these inscriptions are funerary inscriptions. In 
Synnada, the two imperial and the provincial language are not complementary, but all the 
languages are used for the same register, funerary inscriptions. 
As we have seen the provincial languages were never applied to any other inscriptions 
than funerary inscriptions, while Greek and Latin were used for funerary as well as official 
state inscriptions. Can we explain this epigraphic habit of these two provincial languages? 
The main question of this chapter about how one can explain patterns in the language choice 
for specific inscriptions, leads on to several other questions: Why did Pisidian and Neo-
Phrygian emerge in the epigraphical record during the imperial period, the only two 
provincial languages in Asia Minor? Who erected these inscriptions? Why did these people 
write down inscriptions in the provincial language? In the remainder of this paragraph I will 
offer my answer to these questions. There have been different theories on the position of 
Phrygian in the Roman Empire and its relation with Greek. William Calder, the editor of the 
Corpus Inscriptionum Neo-Phrygarium, presumes that the use of Neo-Phrygian on 
tombstones is an artificial revival, linked to a strong pagan revival against upcoming 
Christianity.222 He considers the pagan revival that accompanied the third-century 
persecutions in Asia Minor as the cause of renewed and artificial use of Neo-Phrygian four 
centuries after the death of the language in inscriptions.223 He connects this movement to the 
many Roman Imperial estates that existed on the Phrygian plateau, and which were, according 
to Calder, focal points for paganism.224 As discussed in the first chapter, Calder dates all 
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inscriptions into the last half of the 3rd century AD, which is the period of the one internally 
dated inscription. He thus considers the use of Neo-Phrygian on tombstones not a reflection of 
the socio-linguistic situation in Phrygia, but of a group of anti-Christians rallying in the old 
Imperial estates. Haas and Brixhe, however, think these tombstones reflect a genuine 
continued use of the language.225 They date the inscriptions to a much longer period than 
Calder has done; Brixhe dates the inscriptions from the end of the 1st century and the end of 
the 3rd century AD.226 Haas dates the inscriptions from the beginning of the 2nd century AD 
until the end of the 3rd century AD.227 
Brixhe’s presentation of the socio-linguistic situation of Phrygian is very different 
from Calder’s ideas. Brixhe argues that the Phrygian plateau of Phrygia is sparsely populated 
with no large towns, but only small villages and large estates, and a poor network of roads. 
This world was inhabited by a thoroughly Hellenized elite, old Phrygian aristocracy and 
Greek or Roman landowners, a bilingual upper middle class who had to be able to express 
themselves in Greek and a monolingual Phrygian speaking lower class that “nourished” the 
bilinguals by keeping Phrygian alive. He considers the commissioners of the Phrygian or the 
bilingual Greek-Phrygian epitaphs to be members of this upper middle class, or the low end of 
the upper class, who had the means to erect grave steles and did not die anonymous like the 
lower classes.228  Unlike Calder Brixhe answers the question why Neo-Phrygian is used for 
funerary inscriptions. He states that “the language, which by this point was that of a colonized 
people, was thenceforward confined to the private and religious spheres: all the inscriptions 
are fragments of epitaphs […]”.229 He contrasts this situation with the ‘Palaeo-Phrygian’ 
epigraphic habit.230 There are much more Palaeo-Phrygian inscription and their content covers 
all registers.231 Although I generally believe in the picture Brixhe sketches of the socio-
linguistic situation in Phrygia there are two points I would like to criticise. Firstly, Brixhe’s 
assumption that the language of “a dynamic ruling people” – i.e. the Phrygians before 
Alexander’s conquest – is used in all registers, while the language of a colonized people is 
only used in the private and religious sphere, is refuted by the patterns we have seen in e.g. 
Neo-Punic, appropriating Latin building inscriptions to establish a new local type of 
inscriptions, and Gallic, which is used to write economic inscriptions and not for funerary 
inscription at all. Although these economic inscriptions are not large public inscriptions, they 
do show that subject languages are not always used for funerary inscriptions. Thus, being a 
colonised language cannot explain the uniformity of the Neo-Phrygian inscriptions. 
Secondly, not one of these arguments take Pisidian, the close neighbour of Phrygian, 
into consideration and only Calder presents an explanation for Phrygian to suddenly re-appear 
into the epigraphical record during the Roman imperial period as Neo-Phrygian. Brixhe 
discusses the reason for the survival of Phrygian into the Roman era (off the radar of 
epigraphic studies) but not the reasons for its reappearance in inscriptions. I do not agree with 
Calder’s one-sided focus on a pagan revival as cause for the revival of Christianity, nor do I 
support his proposed dating of the inscriptions. The fact that Neo-Phrygian is written in a 
different script from Old-Phrygian supports my point. If Neo-Phrygian was artificially 
revived, it would probably be modelled on the Old-Phrygian inscriptions in appearance. I 
would like to present my own hypothesis for the re-emerging of Phrygian into the epigraphy 
of Asia Minor. Charles Crowther pointed out to me that the number of Greek inscriptions 
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steeply declined after the conquest of Alexander and remained low during the Hellenistic 
period; the Greek epigraphic habit picked up again during the Roman Empire, with increasing 
numbers of inscriptions.232 My proposed explanation is that the fact that Phrygian and 
Pisidian were written again during the Roman Imperial period is part of a larger increase in 
the epigraphic habit of Asia Minor, and that the fact that the decrease in the usage of different 
provincial languages at the beginning of the Hellenistic times might be influenced by the 
Greek conquest but was also (or maybe mainly) part of a general decrease in epigraphic 
output during Hellenistic times. Thus the provincial languages do not so much act against the 
imperial languages, but rather went together with these on the tides of local epigraphic habit. 
Interesting about Neo-Phrygian and especially Pisidian is the striking uniformity of the 
inscriptions. Why are these tombstones all fairly similar? Is this because they are distributed 
across a short time span or across a limited geographical area? Pisidian has a geographical 
distribution of 16 by 55 kilometres. This might be a reason for the uniform epigraphic habit, 
because the greater the area – and time span – the greater the changes that take place. This 
argument presupposes that writing Pisidian in inscriptions was a conscious innovation that 
was popular in one place, Sofular, and spreaded to a couple of other villages, similar to what 
happened with Lusitanian. If the idea to erect inscriptions in Pisidian occurred at several 
villages, the inscriptions would not have been as uniform. The sudden emergence of Pisidian 
into the epigraphical record and the small number of extant inscriptions support the view that 
some Pisidians started to erect inscriptions in their own language, in imitation of Greek or 
maybe of Neo-Phrygian. Both Greek and Neo-Phrygian probably could have been the model 
which Pisidian epigraphy used, but which of the two is hard to establish. It is clear, however, 
that the imperial languages, especially Greek, did not drive Pisidian into just one epigraphic 
register and then into extinction. On the contrary, it is possible that Pisidian used the example 
of Greek epigraphic habit to its own ends. This analysis also supports my hypothesis that the 
epigraphic habit of the provincial languages interacted with the imperial languages. 
 
3.2 Palestine and the Levantine Coast 
 
In the second chapter the data from the two provincial languages, Hebrew and Aramaic, that 
are epigraphically attested in Palestine and on the Levantine coast were presented and 
discussed.  In the discussion of the two languages it became clear that neither Hebrew nor 
Aramaic was often used in large monumental inscriptions of in the first three centuries AD. 
Hebrew was for a large part written in small, private inscriptions mainly with a funerary 
content. Together with the 21 large funerary inscriptions, the 11 large religious inscriptions 
make up 75% percent of the large inscriptions. Still, less than 12% of the inscriptions in 
Hebrew, as well as in Aramaic, were large monumental and public inscriptions. The use of 
both languages for the same registers in inscriptions (see table 7 and table 9) indicates that the 
two languages were not used complementary, but followed the same epigraphic habit. 
Aramaic is attested in fewer inscriptions and is almost exclusively used for funerary 
inscriptions, even more so than Hebrew. Why was Hebrew never used for large inscriptions? 
Is the fact that neither Hebrew nor Aramaic was used for monumental public inscriptions 
caused by the supremacy of the imperial languages?  Did Greek or Latin take their place as 
the preferred languages on monuments? To answer these questions I will look at the evidence 
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from Jerusalem, as a case study for the interaction between Hebrew, Aramaic, Latin and 
Greek.  
One explanation for the lack of many monumental inscriptions erected by the state or 
by individuals is the sack of Jerusalem in AD 70, by Titus and Vespasian, and again in AD 
135 after the Bar Kochba revolt. Besides the simple fact that large inscriptions might have 
been destroyed, the politics of the Roman emperors to exile the Jewish elite from Jerusalem 
and make Jerusalem a Roman colony would have had a profound influence upon the use of 
Hebrew in inscriptions. Unfortunately, the Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaeae/Palaestinae I, part 
2, covering Roman times from AD 70 to Constantine, is to be published in December 2011 
and thus the data cannot be included in my overview. 
 
   
Number of Inscriptions material             
content basalt limestone marble pottery rock/wall stone Total 
abecedarium           1 1 
funerary   G: 231 L: 2   2  235 
honorary   1     1 
name/ownership     G: 3 L: 1   4 
religion    2    2 
weights 1     25 26 
Total 1 233 1 4 2 27 G :266 L: 3 
Table 22 - Material and content in Greek (G) (and Latin (L)) inscriptions in Jerusalem 
 
A look at table 22 shows that Latin and Greek in Jerusalem were, like Hebrew and 
Aramaic, most often used for funerary inscriptions. The limestone funerary inscriptions from 
table 22 also all are on ossuaries, with similar ornaments as the ossuaries inscribed with 
Hebrew or Aramaic.  There are no large Latin inscriptions found and only 3 large Greek 
inscriptions, i.e. 2 religious inscriptions, warning foreigners not to enter the Temple on the 
pain of death233 and 1 honorary inscription, commemorating the building of a synagogue by 
Theodotos son of Vettenos.234 These 3 inscriptions are all large public inscription that are 
extant from Jerusalem in the two imperial languages. This fact seems to indicate that the 
epigraphic habit of the area, Jerusalem, was not focussed on erecting monumental inscriptions 
at the turn of the first century AD and the two centuries after.235  
 In the case of Palestine, all the languages that are attested there, whether provincial or 
imperial, seem to have followed the same local epigraphic habit. This epigraphic habit is 
formed by local practices of inscribing objects. One contributing factor to this epigraphic 
habit is no doubt the funerary customs in Jerusalem. The custom of burying the deceased in 
family tombs underground and to commemorate her or him by writing the name on the 
ossuary prevents the erection of many public funerary steles, as the writers of Neo-Phrygian 
and Pisidian did. The burial customs of the Romans have led to an enormous amount of Latin 
grave monuments from all over the Empire. This shows that burial customs can have a direct 
influence on epigraphic habit. Interestingly, neither the Greek nor the Roman custom of 
erecting public stone funerary or votive inscriptions was used in Palestina. Most of 
inscriptions in the imperial languages are private funerary inscriptions that could only be read 
by people visiting the family tomb. The local epigraphic habit of Jerusalem thus influenced 
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the epigraphic habit of the imperial languages. In Palestina, and especially in Jerusalem, the 
imperial languages and provincial languages show the same epigraphic habit. 
3.3 The Eastern provinces 
 
The data presented in the second chapter has shown that Aramaic is used differently for 
inscriptions in different regions. The epigraphic habit in Palmyra, where 25% of the Aramaic 
inscriptions come from, consists of the erection of embellished funerary inscriptions, large 
monumental religious and honorary inscriptions and a high percentage of bilingual Aramaic-
Greek inscriptions. Nabataean epigraphic habit however, good for 65% of the Aramaic 
inscriptions, comprises mainly thousands of undated rock graffiti, in addition to some large 
tomb inscriptions. The 400 odd Aramaic inscriptions from the first three centuries AD that are 
not from Palmyra or the Nabataean kingdom contain various registers. The comparison of 
paragraph 2.2 and 2.3 also emphasized the differences between the epigraphical habit of users 
of Aramaic in Palestine and the epigraphical habit of those in other eastern provinces. In 
paragraph 3.2 above it has been argued that the Aramaic inscriptions from Palestine fit very 
well into the epigraphic habit of the Levantine area.  
To explain the relationship between the language, Aramaic, and the choice of 
inscriptions it is important to look at the other languages used in the same region. Aramaic in 
the eastern provinces was only challenged by the two imperial languages, especially by 
Greek, not by other provincial languages. One of the questions that divide the scholarship on 
the Hellenistic and Roman East is the relationship between Greek and Aramaic as lingua 
franca in the Eastern provinces. Some scholars, among them Fergus Millar, consider the 
eastern provinces as thoroughly Hellenised since the conquest of Alexander and the reign of 
the Seleucids. These scholars use the large number of Greek inscriptions in the eastern 
provinces to support their argument. They argue that since in many Syrian villages all 
inscriptions, including religious and funerary inscriptions, are in Greek, Greek was used as 
their main language by most inhabitants of the eastern provinces, not only in erecting 
inscriptions, but also for speaking.236 Other scholars, like David Taylor, consider Aramaic to 
have remained the main spoken language in large parts of the eastern provinces.237 They 
emphasize the number of Aramaic loanwords in modern Arabic, and the continued existence 
of Aramaic in some villages in Syria to the present day.238 The large number of Nabataean 
graffiti supports the argument that Aramaic was for many people the main language for 
unofficial writing. And the Babatha archive shows that in the second century also official 
legal documents were still drafted and sealed in Aramaic, as well as in Hebrew and Greek.239 
As we have seen in Palmyra Greek and Aramaic were both prestige languages, used 
for official and honorary inscriptions. Although the bilingualism of Palmyra has been much 
discussed and has become legendary, Pauline Retèl stresses rightly that the fascination with 
the many bilingual inscriptions should not conceal the fact that most inscriptions in the city 
were monolingual Aramaic.240 It should be noted that the number of bilingual funerary and 
religious inscriptions is very low (4%) compared with the percentage of bilingual honorary 
inscriptions (64%). This is, however, not because Greek was never used for funerary 
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inscriptions in Palmyra; Greek and Aramaic were both used for monolingual funerary 
inscriptions.241 Also a number of monolingual Greek inscriptions have been found in the 
sanctuary of Baalshamin.242  
 In the Nabataean kingdom, the epigraphic habit was somewhat split, with on the one 
side thousands of undated rock graffiti and on the other side some hundred official and public 
funerary and religious inscriptions from Petra and Hegra that resemble the epigraphic habit of 
the Palmyrene inscriptions. There are few bilingual texts among the Nabataean inscriptions, 
only 34 Greek-Aramaic and 1 Latin-Aramaic, 1% of the total number of inscriptions. Judging 
from the number of bilingual inscriptions, the position of Greek seems less important than in 
Palmyra. Macdonald ascribes a prestige position to Aramaic in the Nabataean kingdom: 
“From the first century AD, Nabataean Aramaic appears to have spread in north-west Arabia 
as a prestige written language. Indeed, long after AD 106, when the Romans annexed the 
Nabataean kingdom and renamed it Provincia Arabia, Nabataean Aramaic remained the 
primary and possibly the only local prestige written language of the region.”243 Macdonald’s  
statement that Aramaic is the local prestige language implies that there was also an imperial 
prestige language: Greek. A quick look in the Greek and Latin corpora shows that there are 
over 150 inscriptions found in the Nabataean kingdom in the imperial languages, with 90 
Greek inscriptions coming from Petra.244 Compared with the number of Aramaic inscriptions, 
the number of Greek inscriptions seems to be quite modest, but without the graffiti Nabataean 
and Greek are equally well attested. However, many of the dated Greek inscriptions date from 
the 4th to 8th century AD, continuing long after the scope of this research; these inscriptions 
include some Christian texts.245 However, the city of Bosra, the main city of the northern 
Nabataean kingdom,246 shows another picture. In Bosra only 8 Aramaic inscriptions in 
Nabataean alphabet are attested, while more than 400 Greek, and a handful of Latin, 
inscriptions have been found there.247 One of the explanations of the high number of 
inscriptions in the imperial languages in Bosra in comparison with Petra or Hegra, might be 
the simple geographical fact that Bosra lies less on the fringes of the Roman Empire than 
Petra or Hegra do. 
This short overview shows that indeed Greek and Aramaic are both used in high and 
low varieties in the eastern provinces; they are at the same time prestige languages – used for 
monumental and official inscriptions –, and are also used for private inscriptions, like grave 
markers within family tombs. This conclusion is mainly based on the linguistic situation of 
Palmyra and the Nabataean kingdom and disregards the evidence of the large number of 
Greek inscriptions in other areas of the eastern provinces. As the scope of my thesis is too 
small to look further into the use of Greek inscriptions in the eastern provinces and compare it 
in more areas with the Aramaic inscriptions, I will not venture to any further conclusions. I 
agree with Fergus Millar that Greek was epigraphically an important language in the eastern 
provinces. However, I do think that the data discussed in this thesis shows a large part of the 
people still considered Aramaic an appropriate language in which to write down their 
thoughts. 
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The register of rock graffiti in the Nabataean kingdom seems to be exclusively tied to 
Aramaic, although graffiti was not unknown in the Greek world.248 In my database Aramaic is 
the only language among the provincial languages within the borders of the Roman Empire 
that is used for thousands of rock graffiti. This raises several questions. First, how unique was 
this graffiti in the ancient linguistic landscape? Why do we have so many graffiti inscriptions 
in Aramaic and not in other languages? Graffiti, on walls and on living rock, occur in almost 
every language in the Roman Empire but not in the same number as the Nabataean 
inscriptions. Is this because in other regions the graffiti was mainly on buildings which have 
perished, as the evidence from the houses of Pompeii, the basilica from Smyrna, or the temple 
in Abydos might suggest, and because the graffiti is better preserved in the desert, or is 
writing graffiti part of an epigraphic habit that belongs to nomadic desert pastoralists? The 
human drive to be immortalised by writing there name down, that we still witness today, 
makes the former more likely. If the graffiti inscriptions in the Nabataean kingdom were 
indeed unique for Roman Empire, we need to explain this local epigraphic habit. If, on the 
other hand, graffiti was indeed abundant in ancient times but has not survived the ages, the 
graffiti in itself is not remarkable but merely the language in which it was written. 
The erection of thousands of small (usually only 5 to 10 words) inscriptions does not 
seem to be part of the Roman or Greek epigraphic habit, as far as we can tell from the extant 
inscriptions, although we do have some evidence of pilgrim or tourist graffiti. It is remarkable 
that collections of thousands of rock graffiti inscriptions are mostly found in desert regions 
and supposedly inscribed by nomadic pastoralists, e.g. the Thamudic and Safaitic nomads 
from the northern Arabian Peninsula, the Nabataean around Petra and in the Sinaï, and the 
Touaregh from North Africa.249 Macdonald, writing about the Safaitic and Thamudic 
inscriptions, explains this epigraphic habit by means of the cultural traits of nomadic 
society.250 His explanation encompasses the well-developed memories of people in an oral 
society, the natural curiosity of nomads and the writing of graffiti during hours of solitary 
idleness of herding flocks.251 In his argument he supports his hypothesis by a comparison with 
the use of the Berber language by the Touareghs in the North African desert. He states that 
“the Tuareg nomads of north-west Africa are an excellent modern example of this. They 
speak Berber dialects and live in non-literate societies which function on memory and oral 
communication, and yet they have their own writing system, the Tifinagh, which they use 
purely for amusement: playing games, carving graffiti, writing coded love letters, etc.”252 
Many scholars working on the Nabataean inscription have come up with similar explanations, 
some considering the graffiti as the work of “idle loungers […] commercial people, traders, 
carriers and settlers”253, others as “prayers or the names of pilgrims”254 or “executed at idle 
hours by travellers, adding […] some rude figures, which bespeak the hand of a people but 
little skilled in the arts”.255 These quotes are from the time that the inscriptions just had been 
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discovered, but have not been refuted by modern scholars writing about these inscriptions.256 
In the presentation of the Nabataean inscriptions in paragraph 2.3.3 I already discussed my 
doubts over the theory that graffiti inscriptions were only written down as pastime or game. 
MacDonald’s explanation ignores the deep wish of humans to be remembered and 
memorialised on lasting monuments. This human drive can still be seen in the graffiti on 
public buildings, trains or the custom carving names in trees. Might this not be the same wish 
that drove the Nabataeans to write down there name on well-trodden paths or watering holes 
in the desert, instead of mere boredom?  
Whether or not these rock graffiti are uniquely found in the desert and regardless of 
the intention of writing, it is very probable that Nabataean epigraphic habit is modelled on or 
derived from the epigraphic habit of the Arabian Peninsula. The Nabataeans looked 
southwards over the borders of the Roman Empire, instead of inwards to Rome or Graeco-
Roman cities in the East. This language use in a border province emphasizes the fact that the 
Roman Empire was not a secluded area with cultural change spreading from Rome to the 
provinces. There was constant cultural interaction from both sides of the border.  
 
3.4 North African Coast (minus Egypt) 
 
In the second chapter the content and form of the Libyan and Neo-Punic inscriptions have 
been discussed. The Libyan inscriptions of which the content is known through the context 
are all funerary steles. The other half of the Libyan inscriptions has an unknown content, since 
the Libyan language is still undeciphered. However, these inscriptions all resemble the Libyan 
funerary inscriptions and probably also are funerary inscriptions. Only one inscription in 
Libyan is small, a pottery shard from Morocco, all other inscriptions are on unmoveable 
objects. A strong connection between the funerary content of Libyan inscriptions and the form 
of the carrier, various types of large stone objects – e.g. steles, menhirs – becomes apparent 
from this discussion. In addition, it is clear that there is a connection between the language, 
Libyan, and the type of inscriptions, large funerary steles, similar to the relation between the 
two provincial languages from Asia Minor and large funerary inscriptions. However, Libyan 
inscriptions have a much wider distribution and much more inscriptions than Pisidian and 
Phrygian. The Neo-Punic inscriptions are attested in the same region as Libyan inscriptions, 
although they are generally better attested in the coastal area. The Neo-Punic inscriptions are 
found in the large cities of Roman Tripolitania (modern day Libya) and the Carthaginian 
heartland (modern day Tunisia), but the inscriptions are also attested in numerous villages 
along the coast and in a few cases further inland. We have seen that more than 50% of the 
Neo-Punic inscriptions are either funerary or religious inscriptions, but the range of registers 
used of Neo-Punic inscriptions is much broader than for the Libyan inscriptions (see table 16 
and 17). How can we explain these differences in epigraphic habit of the two languages that 
were used in the same region? Has the presence of Latin, attested in 30,000 inscriptions in 
North Africa, influenced the epigraphic habit of Neo-Punic or Libyan?257 Can we speak of a 
local epigraphic habit that influence all the languages, as for example in Jerusalem, or do 
Libyan, Neo-Punic and Latin all have their own epigraphic habit? To answer these questions I 
will discuss the epigraphic habit of Neo-Punic and Libyan separately and then look into one 
case-study of a town where all three languages were found: Mactar or Col. Ael. Aur. Aug. 
Mactaris in Tunisia.  
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The Neo-Punic funerary and religious inscriptions continue a tradition of Punic 
inscriptions before the fall of Carthage in 146 BC. The Punic epigraphic habit from before 
146 BC consisted mainly of the erection of votive and funerary steles. Wilson states that: “the 
neo-Punic inscriptions from North Africa include such votive and funerary inscriptions, but 
under Roman domination the range of epigraphic types widened under influence of the Latin 
epigraphic habit.”258 Tables 16 and 17 in the second chapter shows that this is indeed the case, 
but that on the other hand, the honorary and state inscriptions still are a small part of all Neo-
Punic inscriptions, only 3.8%. This is smaller than the number of honorary inscriptions in 
Palmyra (6.1%), but considerably larger than Gallic (0.5%), Hebrew (0.8%), or Nabataean 
(0.6%). Wilson argues that “the epigraphic trajectory of Neo-Punic under Roman rule offers 
an interesting example of an established language competing with a new and administratively 
more powerful rival, initially being used in a wider range of contexts than before and adopting 
new modes of expression, before yielding to the reality that Latin was a more influential way 
of expressing the messages inscribed on building, to an audience with a wider range of 
political power.”259 Wilson’s conclusions, while very insightful, are problematized by Quinn, 
who writes rightly that “‘Roman’ is not the only reference that drives change, just as ‘Punic’ 
is not the only basis of change, even if both are important factors in the identities that 
emerge.”260 She continues with the remark that Lepcis (her example) was a cosmopolitan 
Mediterranean port that collected not only models from various directions, but also many 
different people.261 Wilson and Quinn agree upon the transforming and appropriating force of 
the provincial epigraphic habit and the fact that the imperial language at first does not weaken 
the provincial epigraphic habit, but reinforces it.  
The Libyan epigraphic habit, which is very different from the Neo-Punic epigraphic 
habit, seems to be less influenced by the Roman practices. Because of the problem of dating 
the Libyan inscription, it cannot be proven that the Libyan habit of erecting funerary steles  
lasted throughout the Roman occupation of North Africa without change, but this seems 
likely. This might be due to the fact that there was more contact between Roman citizens and 
the local population in the coastal cities than in the semi-desert hinterland. James Cook shows 
the influence of geographical features upon the socio-linguistic map of Roman Tripolitania.262  
The graffiti from the Roman army camp at Bu Njem show that Libyan was also used in close 
contact with Latin speaking and writing people. These graffiti deviate from the Libyan 
epigraphic habit, but to what extend this can be linked to the contact with Roman soldiers 
remains unclear. Two inscriptions from Dougga from the 139 or 138 BC are relevant to the 
question of the Libyan epigraphic habit.263 The two inscriptions are state inscriptions about 
the building of a monument by king Micipsa, one is bilingual Libyan/Neo-Punic, while the 
other is only in Libyan. Two other Libyan inscriptions and six other Neo-Punic inscriptions 
have been found in Dougga. In this city, Libyan inscriptions are thus also used for public, 
official inscriptions, and not only for funerary inscriptions. Since there are no Latin 
inscriptions in Dougga, or in North Africa in general, before the end of the first century BC, 
this deviation of the Libyan epigraphic habit is modelled by the Neo-Punic tradition of public 
inscriptions, not by Latin epigraphic habit.  
 The town of Mactar provides an interesting case study since all three languages are 
attested. There are 13 Libyan inscriptions264, 132 Neo-Punic265, 685 Latin inscriptions266 
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attested and 4 bilingual inscriptions: 1 Libyan-Neo-Punic267 and 3 Neo-Punic-Latin268. The 13 
Libyan inscriptions are all on (lime-)stone steles and either have a funerary or an unknown 
content. The bilingual Libyan-Neo-Punic inscription is a funerary inscription on a stone stele. 
Neo-Punic was used on 80 religious inscriptions, 43 funerary inscriptions, 4 honorary 
inscriptions, and 3 times for name-tag.269 The 3 bilingual Neo-Punic-Latin inscriptions were 
all funerary or religious inscriptions. Latin was used for funerary inscriptions, religious 
inscriptions, state and honorary inscriptions, and name-tags. Thus, if one would walk through 
the town area of Mactar, the first language to catch you eye would be Latin, with large official 
inscriptions with imperial titulature, but the variety of languages for religious, and especially 
funerary statues is also visible in the town. This image confirms the pattern that the provincial 
languages were used mainly in the funerary and religious registers, while the imperial 
languages were used in all registers. The provincial and imperial languages were thus not used 
complementary, since Latin was used for funerary and religious inscriptions as well as for 
state inscriptions. Libyan and Neo-Punic were also not used complementary, since both were 
used for funerary inscriptions. Whether the Latin epigraphic habit inspired the use of Neo-
Punic for honorary inscriptions is hard to deduct, that would fit well into the picture Wilson 
and Quinn sketch for the socio-linguistic developments in Lepcis Magna, but it cannot be 
argued solely from these numbers. 
3.5 Iberian Peninsula 
 
The picture of the socio-linguistic situation in the Iberian Peninsula that emerged from the 
first two chapters shows that Lusitanian deviates from the other three languages that are 
attested in inscriptions in antiquity: Iberian, Celtiberian and Tartessian. These three languages 
are all attested in the centuries BC. Tartessian is attested mainly in inscriptions dating to the 
6th and 5th century BC and thus probably had not come into contact with Roman epigraphic 
habit. Iberian and Celtiberian are both attested until the turn of the era, like many of the Italian 
languages. This chapter does not answer the question in what ways the fact that these 
languages ceased to be used epigraphically was tied to the expanding Romanisation, but it 
does ask why Lusitanian was the only language from the Iberian Peninsula to emerge in 
writing during the Roman period. The position of Lusitanian resembles the positions of Neo-
Phrygian and especially Pisidian in Asia Minor. All three languages are only attested around 
the first two centuries AD, and are only attested in a limited number of inscriptions.270 As is 
argued above the Pisidian and Phrygian epigraphical habit might have been encouraged by the 
Greek epigraphical habit in Asia Minor during the Roman period.  
Could the same be said for the Lusitanian? To answer this question the position of 
Roman epigraphy in the region of Lusitania needs to be taken into account, as well as the 
agency and motivation behind the five Lusitanian inscriptions. In his important study of 
ancient literacy Harris has mapped the distribution of monumental Latin inscriptions in the 
western provinces.271 The figures this ambitious and controversial undertaking has yielded, 
are acknowledged, firstly by Harris himself, to be based on incomplete data and thus not very 
accurate.272 However, these figures are still used by scholars for a broad overview of the 
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number of inscriptions in a region and this is how they will be used here. Edmondson has 
gone on from Harris survey, to make a more precise survey within the province of 
Lusitania.273 Table 23 is based upon they survey, combined with the data from the Lusitanian 
inscriptions.  
 
 Latin inscriptions Lusitanian inscriptions 
Lusitania total                                       2402                                             5 
              Guarda                                           68                                             1 
              Viseu                                             177                                             1 
              Cáceres                                           950                                             1  
(other regions)                                       1209                                             2 
Table 23 - Survey of Latin and Lusitanian inscriptions in certain regions of the province of Lusitania 
 
Table 23 shows how many Latin inscriptions there have been found in the province of 
Lusitania, with specific numbers for the regions where the Lusitanian inscriptions are found. 
The overwhelming majority of Latin inscriptions over Lusitanian inscriptions seems to 
indicate an almost complete assimilation to Roman culture in the province. However this fails 
to explain why Lusitanian emerged in the epigraphical record in Roman times.  
The fact that there are a very limited number of Lusitanian inscriptions is shared with 
Pisidian, the second smallest provincial language during the Roman imperial period. The 
hypothesis that Pisidian epigraphical is ‘invented’ in one village (probably Sofular) and has 
spread to a couple of other villages, without really catching on, stands even stronger for 
Lusitanian, that is only attested in five inscriptions. Alfayé and Simon consider the inscribers 
of the Lusitanian inscriptions to be creative individuals appropriating the Roman epigraphic 
habit in their own language.274 The different transcriptions of Lusitanian in the Latin alphabet 
in these five inscriptions support this hypothesis, since they show that there was no culturally 
shared method of transcribing Lusitanian into the Latin alphabet. The small number of 
inscriptions prevents one to come up with any final, all-encompassing answer, but we should 
not ignore the evidence that these five inscriptions give us.   
Edmondson looks at the specific features of Latin inscriptions from Lusitania, to 
establish the influence of local culture on the Roman epigraphical habit. He argues that the 
Latin epitaphs in Lusitanian were inscribed on distinctly local decorated funerary steles, 
contrary to steles found in the more Romanized cities in the southern parts of the Iberian 
peninsula.275 He concludes that while “the tomb stones were inscribed in Latin, they asserted 
at the same time a degree of local identity”.276 In addition he argues that specific pre-Roman 
sculptures were appropriated to become vehicles that carried Latin inscriptions. These 
sculptures are statues of warriors and animals dating from the 4th century BC onwards, 
probably with an apotropaic or religious function, that are inscribed with Latin inscriptions of 
the 1st of 2nd century AD.277 Instead of a one-way direction of Roman culture sending out and 
local culture receiving there was interaction between the imperial and the local culture. The 
erecting of Lusitanian inscriptions must be seen in this light, not as a lingering remains of the 
‘indigenous’ culture resisting Roman-ness, but as an appropriation of the cultural practices of 
epigraphy to give the native language an monumental written expression. This again shows 
the agency of the local culture in adapting habits from the Romans. The two bilingual 
                                                 
273
 Edmondson , “Writing Latin in the Roman province of Lusitania”, 45, table 2. 
274
 Alfayé and Simon, “Religion Language and Identity in Hispania”, 292. 
275
 Edmondson , “Writing Latin in the Roman province of Lusitania”, 53. 
276
 Idem, 54.  
277
 Idem, 55. 
 68 
inscriptions support this view. Both inscriptions describe the act of writing in Latin, while the 
rest of the inscription is in Lusitanian.278  
The conclusion we might draw from these data is that Latin epigraphic habit inspired 
some local people to experiment with using their local language for religious inscriptions. The 
facts that only five inscriptions are found and that many different spellings of Lusitanian 
words were used in these inscriptions seem to indicate that the habit did not catch on. 
 
3.6 Gaul and the northern border 
 
In the second chapter the relation between form and content of Gallic inscriptions is 
discussed. We have seen that economic inscriptions and artisan’s marks are mostly on pottery, 
name tags are also almost exclusively on pottery, funerary inscriptions are on large stone 
inscriptions and religious inscriptions inscribed onto a large number of different materials. 
There were no very strong ties linking language, form and content, although Gallic appears in 
a lot of economic inscriptions and almost no funerary inscriptions. Gallic thus seems to partly 
undermine the hypothesis that imperial languages push the provincial languages into the 
private margins of society, into the registers of funerary and/or religious inscriptions. This 
appears not to happen in the case of the Gallic inscriptions, since there are so few funerary 
inscriptions in the provincial language in Gaul. However, the economic inscriptions are all 
small inscriptions that used in the semi-public environment of the terra sigilata factory, not 
large inscriptions that were publicly displayed. Gallic, thus, confirms the pattern that for large 
official, state inscriptions the imperial language was used. The fact that almost all funerary 
inscriptions were in Latin indicates the large impact Latin had in Gaul. However, the use of 
Gallic in a professional context for the production process of pottery, originally imported 
from Italy, shows that Gallic was considered an appropriate language to write in. So, how did 
Latin and Gallic interact? Can we explain the epigraphic habit of Gallic? 
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Map 9 - Distribution of Gallic inscriptions                                   Map 10 - Distribution of Latin inscriptions 
found in clusters of at least 20 
inscriptions. (Woolf (1998), 86)  
 
Greg Woolf has mapped the Latin lapidary inscriptions in Gaul, in order to map 
cultural change in the provinces of Gaul.279 If we compare the spread of Gallic inscriptions, 
from my database with the spread of Latin inscriptions in Gaul it is interesting to see the 
differences and similarities of the distribution of inscriptions in both languages.280 Maps 9 and 
10 show that Latin and Gallic do not have a complementary distribution, but are used on 
inscriptions in broadly the same region of the provinces of Gaul. Some differences in 
distribution, however, can be observed. The findspots of Le Mas Marcou, Rodez and Le 
Graufsenque are also absent from the map of Latin inscriptions. It is important, however, to 
keep in mind that Woolf has only listed lapidary inscriptions, so that the Latin inscriptions on 
pottery from Le Graufesenque are not included in this picture. The towns of Jublains and Le 
Mans are both in an area where no clusters of at least 20 Latin inscriptions have been found 
(even though a major road went through that area). At the same time, the Latin inscriptions in 
the region of Bordeaux and the region north of the Pyrenees fill in some of the blank spots of 
the map of Gallic inscriptions. This might be due to the fact that not Gallic but rather Iberian 
was the language used in that area, but that still means that only Latin inscriptions from the 
first three centuries AD have been attested there. However, when comparing these two maps 
it is important to consider that map 10 only shows finding spots where more than twenty 
inscriptions have been found. All find spots with less than twenty inscriptions are not 
mentioned at all. In contrast most locations on map 9 represent only a couple of inscriptions. 
At 164 of the locations where Gallic inscriptions have been found, the number of extant 
inscriptions is five or less. There are only seven locations that have yielded more than twenty 
Gallic inscriptions: La Graufesenque (anc. Condatomagus) (80), Saint-Rémy-de-Provence 
(43), Saint-Mitre-Les-Remparts (34), Mont-Beuvray (31), Cavaillon (29), Lezoux (27), and 
Beaucaire (22). It is interesting that none of these places match the places where most of the 
Latin inscriptions come from: Narbonne, Nimes, Lyon, Maic, Trier, Bordeaux, Arles, 
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Cologne, Vienne and Langres.281 This means that, although on a provincial level the Latin and 
Gallic inscriptions seem to coincide, the large hubs of provincial and imperial inscriptions do 
not overlap. 
If we look at the dating of Gallic inscriptions, we see that the dated inscriptions show a 
rise in the number of Gallic inscriptions when Gaul became a Roman province. Table 24 
shows that the number of Gallic inscriptions peaked in the 1st century AD.  
 
Number of 
inscriptions date 
  
           
 
BC 3rd 
century 
BC 2nd 
century 
BC 1st 
century 
AD 1st 
century 
AD 2nd 
century 
AD 3rd 
century 
AD 4th 
century 
AD 5th 
century Total 
Total 2 57 70 238 46 4 3 1 421 
Table 24 - Dated Gallic inscriptions 
 
It seems that Gallic epigraphy was in some way increased or consolidated by Latin epigraphic 
habit, spread to the provinces during the Roman imperial period, as is already proposed as 
explanation of the epigraphic habit of various other provincial languages, e.g. Phrygian, 
Pisidian and Punic. Instead of the imperial languages forcing the provincial languages out of 
use, as language of higher prestige and a lingua franca, the imperial language actually at first 
supports and inspires the epigraphical habit of the provincial languages. 
 Greg Woolf’s extensive discussion on the Romanisation of Gaul focuses on the Latin 
epigraphic habit, instead of the provincial inscriptions. He asks how a large part of the 
population of the Roman western provinces came to speak, read, and write Latin.282 Woolf 
states that “the growing integrity of the Latin West, as it emerged over the first three centuries 
AD, is undeniable. It can be roughly mapped by the Latin epigraphy of the 2nd century […], 
for it was always a spoken as well as a written language.”283 He stresses the geographical 
range and breadth of material used to write Latin, and the growing body of evidence of the 
use of writing Latin in contexts that are neither elite nor urban.284 In this discussion Woolf 
disregards the position of provincial languages in the western provinces. When he warns that 
it is important not to exaggerate the all-pervasiveness of Latin, he does not go on to discuss 
the present, and in some places thriving, writing culture of the provincial languages, but he 
focuses on the presence of Greek, the other imperial language, in the western provinces. In 
addition he discusses the fears of the elite for making lexical errors and about the purity of 
Latin, to answer the question how far Latinitas had spread, instead of taking the provincial 
language in account.285 
To try to deduce the picture of language use in a region is, as Woolf very rightly 
states, “a formidable task”286. To interpret the extant evidence for writing in a language is 
difficult because of the haphazard survival of the evidence, and to deduce from this the spread 
of spoken languages is even more problematic. This means that the picture that emerges by 
looking at Gaul in the first three centuries AD, in which Latin and provincial languages, Gaul 
and Iberian, are all spoken by some people on various occasions and written for various 
purposes by others, I agreed upon by scholars in broad lines, but not in any specific details. 
The picture changes by looking at it from different viewpoints.  
It is hard to answer the question: can one discern and explain patterns the epigraphic 
habit of Gallic? On the one hand Gallic and Latin seem to be used side by side, although the 
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large concentrations of Gallic inscriptions do not match the place in Gaul where most Latin 
inscriptions are found. Gallic is mostly used for religious inscriptions and for economic 
inscriptions linked to the production processes of pottery and other objects. Interestingly 
Gallic is hardly used for funerary inscriptions. Gallic is used for a relatively large number of 
registers and is even just for large official inscriptions, such as the calendars. I think that the 
Gallic was for a long time considered a language that could be used for most types of 
inscriptions, but that the Latin epigraphic habit was stronger in the end. 
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Conclusion 
 
To conclude this research, I will first summarize my findings from the three preceding 
chapters, and then I will go into the broader implications of these findings and present the 
answer to the question: how did the different languages, provincial and imperial, co-exist and 
interact with each other in the Roman Empire in the first three centuries AD and how does 
this influence our image of the Roman Empire? 
In the first chapter I have sketched the linguistic landscape of the Roman Empire in the 
first three centuries AD. I have discussed first the languages that are attested in inscriptions 
and secondly the languages that are not attested epigraphically but that we know to have been 
spoken in the first three centuries AD. The eight languages that are attested in are: Neo-
Phrygian and Pisidian in Asia Minor, Hebrew and Aramaic in the eastern provinces, Neo-
Punic and Libyan along the North African coast, Lusitanian in Spain and Gallic in Gaul. 
Some of these languages have had a long epigraphic tradition before the Roman conquest of 
the region where they were used: for example Hebrew, Aramaic and Punic. Other languages 
only started to be written down during the Roman imperial period, e.g. Pisidian, Neo-
Phrygian and Lusitanian. The number of inscriptions extant in these languages ranges from 5 
(Lusitanian) to 5000 (Aramaic). It is clear that many more languages were spoken within the 
Roman Empire than these eight attested in inscriptions. Among the languages that were 
probably still spoken during the Roman imperial period, but not written down, are various 
Italian languages like Oscan, Umbrian and Venetic, at least three provincial languages from 
Spain: Iberian, Celt-Iberian and Basque, insular Celtic from the British isles, various 
languages from the Balkan region like Thracian and Illyrian, and Galatian. The linguistic 
landscape of the Roman Empire was thus by no means simply divided into an all-Latin-
speaking and -writing western half and a Greek-speaking and -writing eastern half. 
In the second chapter I have presented the epigraphical data for the eight languages, 
focused on the questions: can a relationship between content and form (material and size) be 
established for the inscriptions in a provincial language? Is the type of inscription specific for 
the language? The presentation of the epigraphical data shows that a relationship between 
some types of form and content can indeed be established, and that this relationship in its turn 
is often closely linked with a specific language. For example, all Hebrew funerary inscriptions 
are on small stone ossuaries, while all the Pisidian funerary inscriptions are on elaborately 
carved stone steles. Sometimes there is not a strong link between the content of inscriptions in 
a specific language and their form. For example, religious inscriptions written in Gallic are 
found on many different types of material and in many different sizes. The Aramaic 
inscriptions show that the relationship between form and content can also be dependent on 
region and not on language. The Aramaic inscriptions from Palestine show patterns of use 
very different from the Aramaic inscriptions found in Palmyra, or from the inscriptions 
characteristic of the Nabataean kingdom. 
The most important question of the third chapter is: can one discern and explain 
patterns in the choice of a certain language for certain inscriptions in the different areas of the 
Roman Empire? To explain the epigraphic use, i.e. the choice for specific types of form and 
content, of the provincial language I have tried to determine specific local or historical factors 
of the different languages. In the third chapter it becomes clear that local epigraphic habits as 
well as the influences of the imperial languages are important for how provincial languages 
develop on inscriptions.  
In this thesis, I have tried to show the plurality of languages in use in the Roman 
Empire by way of epigraphy. The fact that at least eight provincial languages were living 
languages that were used in inscriptions, confirms this plurality. First, we see that these 
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provincial languages appear on inscriptions in many different forms, name-tags on crockery, 
jokes on loom weights, epitaphs on  large stone grave steles, public honorary inscriptions on 
marble and religious inscriptions on thin sheets of metal. In this variety, the funerary register 
is most often used in the provincial languages. The variety of the linguistic landscape is 
further enhanced by the influence of migrant groups taking there own language with them 
when they move, a group of people that this thesis has not emphasized. We have some 
epigraphical evidence for this, for example the Palmyrene soldiers that erected Aramaic-Latin 
grave steles or the Neo-Punic inscription from Wales. However interesting these examples, 
they only reinforce the image of a multilingual Empire and do not change the answer to my 
main question. 
The other side of the story is that the provincial languages are almost never used for 
monumental state inscriptions, large honorary inscriptions or other official inscriptions like 
milestones. There are some exceptions, e.g. some Hebrew-Greek milestones, the Aramaic-
Greek honorary inscriptions in Palmyra, the Gallic calendars, and the large Latin-Neo-Punic 
honorary building inscriptions in Lepcis Magna. It is interesting that most of these large 
public inscriptions are bilingual. This brings us to another point that is not extensively 
discussed but merely hinted at in my thesis: the position of the two imperial languages Latin 
and Greek. These two languages were used in all registers of inscriptions. The few case-
studies I have conducted to the position of imperial and provincial languages in the same 
region or place, as in Jerusalem, show that the imperial languages are not used 
complementary, since the imperial languages are used for all registers. The number of 
inscriptions in the imperial languages is overwhelmingly large in comparison with the 
provincial languages.  
These two sides of the story imply a nuanced answer to the question: how did the 
different languages, provincial and imperial, co-exist and interact with each other in the 
Roman Empire in the first three centuries AD and how does this influence our image of the 
Roman Empire? The widespread use of the provincial languages in epigraphy shows the 
importance and vitality of these provincial languages. I do thus not agree with Fergus Millar 
in thinking that many of the people in the eastern provinces used Greek as first language. The 
inscriptions show that the provincial languages, Aramaic or any other language, still had an 
important place in society, and I think provincial languages even had a stronger position as 
spoken languages. The remarks by Ulpian about the legal validity of provincial languages in 
the Roman legal system in the Digest, or by Augustine of Hippo about the Punic speaking 
congregations in the rural parts of Northern Africa, support the assumption that the provincial 
languages kept an important position throughout the Roman imperial period. Ulpian’s 
discussion in the Digest together with some other evidence, such as the Babatha archive, show 
that not only Latin and Greek are used for the official registers in society.  
That said, the position of Latin and Greek was undeniably very strong in epigraphy. 
Not only does the large number of Latin and Greek inscriptions account for this, although the 
overwhelming majority of Greek and Latin inscriptions indicates the strong position of the 
two imperial languages throughout the Empire. In addition, the imperial inscriptions are used 
for all registers, private, small inscription or large monumental public inscriptions, regardless 
of the epigraphical use in the provincial languages. Also, the fact that the Latin and Greek 
epigraphic habits inspired the epigraphic habit of various provincial languages shows the 
strong influence of Latin and Greek epigraphy. The epigraphic habits of Pisidian, Neo-
Phrygian and Lusitanian are the best examples of this, since these languages were only 
inscribed after the Roman conquest. However, the Neo-Punic honorary inscriptions from 
Roman Tripolitania and the Aramaic honorary inscriptions from Palmyra also show that Latin 
and Greek epigraphic habits influenced the local epigraphic habit. This shows that Latin and 
Greek epigraphic habits were not a thin veneer over a provincial culture that only the elite 
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adopted and that let the underlying provincial culture untouched. The influence of Latin 
epigraphy went deeper, influencing the provincial epigraphic habit. This does not mean that 
this influence invariably had a negative effect on the provincial epigraphic habit, pushing 
local epigraphic tradition out of use. Many of the provincial languages discussed in the thesis 
actually show a revival in epigraphic production after contact with Roman culture. We have 
seen Latin or Greek epigraphic habit has influenced local epigraphic habits in Asia Minor, 
while in Palestine the local epigraphic habit seems to influence the imperial use of 
inscriptions and in Nabataean the imperial epigraphic seems to be disregarded in favour of 
another local epigraphic habit from over the border of the Empire. 
This conclusion has implications for our picture of the acculturation in the Roman 
Empire. The strong position of Latin and Greek, especially in registers of state and military 
inscriptions, indicates a high level of integration on an administrative level. This started with 
the Hellenistic kingdoms, hence the strong position of Greek in the east, and was continued by 
the Roman Empire. As we have seen, the provincial languages survive, but they are mostly 
used for private registers. Provincial languages that already had an existing epigraphic habit 
have become more confined in their use, while the languages that started an epigraphic habit 
inspired by a Greek or Latin model are used for private registers from the start. That there was 
considerate integration on lower levels in society in the Roman Empire is shown by the fact 
that the provincial languages were used for specific, private, registers, while Greek and Latin 
inscriptions are not only used for the official, public registers, they also compete with the 
provincial languages in the private registers. So, also on the level of epitaphs and religious 
inscriptions were Greek and Latin rivals for the provincial languages; indicating the profound 
influence of the imperial languages in the provincial culture. The fact that Italy, Spain and 
France all ended up with an official language descended from Latin also indicates that Latin 
became deeply embedded in the provincial culture. My thesis makes clear that the survival of 
the provincial languages is not a sign of resistance against Roman culture, e.g. the Latin 
epigraphic habit, but a sign of the acculturation in the Roman Empire, with the provinces 
adopting and appropriating Roman culture into their own. 
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The database will be made digitally available for future reference. For now contact 
m.s.visscher@umail.com to gain access to the database. 
 
